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A B S T R A C T

Youths' help-seeking orientation on the individual level, and the presence of bonding and bridging social capital
at the contextual level, are important factors in explaining at-risk urban youths' self-sufficiency. We conducted
semi-structured interviews with 22 at-risk youths aged 15–25 years in an urban area, to study youths' percep-
tions of help-seeking and social capital. Consequently, we attempted to uncover the associations between these
concepts. The results indicate that only few youths had positive help-seeking orientations, irrespective of their
preference for self-reliance. Sources of help that youths feel comfortable to activate in their immediate en-
vironment are limited, but support is also found in extended family members. Bridging social capital is mainly
provided by professionals and comprises instrumental and informational support. Many youths believe they can
be understood only by individuals who are similar to them, but simultaneously indicate a need for additional
support from significant others.

1. Introduction

For many individuals, adolescence is a period characterized by
changes such as cognitive and social developments. When there is a
good fit between the needs of adolescents and support in their social
environments, these developments will usually result in opportunities
for growth and more independence (Arnett, 2004; Eccles et al., 1993).
At the same time, young people are expected to take more responsibility
for their own lives. There is a growing emphasis on self-sufficiency,
which has been referred to as “Big Society” in the United Kingdom and
“Participation Society” in the Netherlands (The Netherlands Institute
for Social Research, 2014). Self-sufficiency requires both the capability
of insight into one's situation and the availability of sources of help
when one is not capable of handling challenges (Lauriks et al., 2014).

As the previous definition shows, self-sufficiency depends on two
conditions. First, self-sufficiency requires insight in one's situation and
needs. Previous research on this dimension of self-sufficiency focuses on

perceived barriers and facilitators in help-seeking, known as help-
seeking orientation (Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000; Tolsdorf, 1976).
Help-seeking orientation is the perception of help which is shaped by
one's belief of influence, need, and expectations of the usefulness of a
network (Tolsdorf, 1976; Vaux, Burda, & Stewart, 1986). The second
dimension of self-sufficiency relates to the availability of sources of
help, also known as the social capital of an individual. Social capital is
the product of social support based on generalized or interpersonal
trust, reciprocity, information, and cooperation in social networks
(Putnam, 2000). Given the societal emphasis on self-sufficiency, when
judging its feasibility both factors need consideration. For example, if
youths have insight into their situation and needs, but lack the appro-
priate sources for help, they will more likely struggle to become self-
sufficient. Conversely, when youths have access to supportive resources
but do not think they need support, the question rises if they are self-
sufficient enough. The expectation of youths who are transitioning to
adulthood to become self-sufficient ignores the fact that youths might
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perceive their situation in a different way than adults or professionals
do. It also ignores the fact that resources to support self-sufficiency
might be limited for some youths.

Studying factors that influence youths' opportunity for self-suffi-
ciency at multiple levels (i.e. perceptions on the individual level and
social capital at the contextual level) contributes to the expanding body
of knowledge of positive youth development (Jenson & Fraser, 2015).
Conditions that young people need if they are to develop optimally
include factors that make youths more resilient, more resistant to
stressful conditions, and more likely to grow into healthy adults. Posi-
tive perceptions of one's situation (e.g. optimism, control, responsi-
bility) are individual protective factors when they empower youth to
solve problems (McCrae & Costa, 2003; Rotter, 1966; Rutter, 1987).
However, these protective factors interact with risk factors in the en-
vironments of youths. Growing up in an urban area is an important
contextual factor in studying the perceptions of youth. Social support
and social embeddedness have been identified as relevant protective
factors on the contextual level (Groenendaal & van Yperen, 1994;
Jenson & Fraser, 2015; Ungar, 2015). However, many youths in urban
areas live in low-income families and disadvantaged neighborhoods.
Consequently, they may experience closed-opportunity structures
which can hinder social support and social embeddedness (Stanton-
Salazar & Spina, 2000). In interaction with personal risk factors, these
youths are at risk of negative outcomes, such as academic failure,
substance use, or unemployment (Jenson & Fraser, 2015). Therefore,
protective factors at the individual level become relevant in the context
of the urban environment. As such, how at-risk youths perceive their
situation and whether they need help is shaped by both individual
beliefs and the availability of social support at the contextual level. The
aim of this study is to elucidate how at-risk urban youths cope with the
societal emphasis on self-sufficiency by exploring their own perceptions
of their situation and social capital. These elements have separately
been found to be related to self-sufficiency, but they have not been
examined in relation to each other (Barwick, de Man, & McKelvie,
2009). Since we assume that it is not actual support which shapes
youths' opportunities for self-sufficiency, but rather their perceptions
and willingness to use support resources (Goodwin-Smith et al., 2017;
Vaux et al., 1986), we conducted qualitative research to gain insight
into this.

1.1. Beliefs and preferences concerning self-sufficiency

Previous research has focused on youths' help-seeking orientation as
one of the indicators of self-sufficiency. Help-seeking is seeking help in
terms of understanding, advice, information, treatment, and general
support (Rickwood, Deane, Wilson, & Ciarrochi, 2005) from informal
sources (e.g. friends, family, and mentors) or formal sources (e.g. tea-
chers, youth workers, mental health services). Beliefs of helpfulness,
problem recognition, and the availability of sources of help are related
to a positive help-seeking orientation (Rickwood et al., 2005). A review
of both quantitative and qualitative research into barriers to, and fa-
cilitators of help-seeking resulted in a classification of reasons for
seeking or not seeking help (Gulliver, Griffiths, & Christensen, 2010).
Motivators for seeking help included having had positive past experi-
ences of the care that was provided, positive relationships with service
staff, and social support. The barriers identified in this review included
preferring other sources of help, not wanting to burden someone else,
and reliance on oneself (Gulliver et al., 2010).

Research on the help-seeking behavior of youths has mainly focused
on help-seeking with regard to resolving emotional or behavioral pro-
blems. Staying in school and finding employment are examples of
equally important issues for at-risk youths. Research on college students
asking for academic and career help, for example, also showed self-
reliance as a barrier, in addition to a perceived unavailability of adults
who they needed support from (Schwartz, Kanchewa, Rhodes, Cutler, &
Cunningham, 2016). In addition, beliefs about one's control over their

life has been consistently linked to help-seeking orientation, and plays a
major role in becoming self-sufficient (DePaulo, Fisher, & Nadler, 1983;
Schonert-Reichl & Muller, 1996). For example, self-reliance - the pre-
ference to solve problems on one's own- has been found to be a coping
strategy that reduces the use of both formal and informal support
(Ortega & Alegría, 2002; Scott, McMillen, & Snowden, 2015).

In summary, help-seeking is considered part of adolescents' and
young adults' establishment of self-sufficiency. A positive help-seeking
orientation is fundamental to resiliency (Stanton-Salazar & Spina,
2000). The role of self-reliance and the availability of others appear to
be important factors in barriers to, and facilitators of, help-seeking
among adolescents. To investigate the elements necessary for self-suf-
ficiency of at-risk youths, it is important to start with the beliefs, pre-
ferences, and expectations of at-risk youths concerning help and sup-
port.

1.2. Social capital

The above-mentioned barriers show that not only past experiences
and beliefs about one's control are of importance in help-seeking, but
also the presence of, belief in, attitude towards and expectations con-
cerning the usefulness of one's network (Tolsdorf, 1976; Vaux et al.,
1986). Social networks are sources of social capital and have been
studied as another indicator of self-sufficiency.

Social capital can be divided into two types: bonding and bridging.
Bonding social capital refers to trusting and co-operative relations be-
tween members of a network who perceive themselves to be similar in
terms of their shared social identity (Granovetter, 1973; Putnam, 2000;
Szreter & Woolcock, 2004). For youths, this consists primarily of re-
lationships with parents, siblings, other family members, and peers
(Bassani, 2007; Bottrell, 2009; Raymond-Flesch, Auerswald, McGlone,
Comfort, & Minnis, 2017). Networks consisting of individuals with a
shared social identity are characterized by frequent contact, and
therefore this type of network mainly provides emotional support
(Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2005). Bridging social capital refers to re-
sourceful relations with people who do not share a common social or
socio-demographic identity and who provide access to new and valu-
able information (Granovetter, 1973; Putnam, 2000; Szreter &
Woolcock, 2004). For youths, bridging contacts could be teachers,
counselors, healthcare providers, and other adults in their community
(Resnick et al., 1997). The primary purpose of these relations is often
instrumental, providing guidance, advice, and tangible assistance that
is not present in the bonding social network.

Bridging social capital could be particularly important for at-risk
youths because it provides them with richer resources and alternative
perspectives on, among other things, education and health (Bassani,
2007; Bottrell, 2009; Ellison, Wohn, & Greenhow, 2014). However,
previous research found that American adolescents from low income
families and/or neighborhoods had less access to bridging supportive
adults compared to adolescents from higher income families (Raposa,
Erickson, Hagler, & Rhodes, 2018). If they did have access to a sup-
portive nonparental adult, this adult often appeared to be a family
member, instead of a bridging contact.

Ferguson's (2006) meta-analysis showed that family structure
(single-parent versus two-parent households, the presence of a paternal
figure), social relationships, supportive social networks, and links to
local organizations and institutions are indicators of the social capital of
young people. However, in accordance with Putnam's view of social
capital, we want to pay attention to the fact that not all resources are
considered capital. Scholars have stressed that only in positive and
active relations, resources can be mobilized in order to serve as capital
(Bassani, 2007; Portes, 1998). Additionally, claiming something to be
social capital because it is valued by privileged groups in society does
not address the needs of at-risk youths (Yosso, 2005). Positive relations
will also be shaped by cultural capital, examples of which are language
and appearance (Bourdieu, 1986). These indicators of cultural capital
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will contribute to youths' perceptions of others' social identity. Youth,
in turn, may perceive these social identities as either shared or non-
shared. Therefore, Bourdieu's notion of cultural capital (1986) has a
significant contribution to studying bonding and bridging social capital.

Previous qualitative research on the bonding and bridging social
capital of adolescents has been done among urban girls in Australia and
youths in rural settings in the United States. In a sample of American
youths, bridging social capital emerged from civic engagement, vo-
lunteering activities, and going to church (Ellison et al., 2014). Studies
on youths dealing with disadvantage, however, demonstrated that
youths felt the need for other adults to provide them with help to na-
vigate structural systems in education, employment, and healthcare.
The bridging capital that was present usually comprised contact with
community agencies rather than informal providers of support (Bottrell,
2009; Raymond-Flesch et al., 2017). Although scholars have empha-
sized the necessity of studying help-seeking orientations regarding ac-
cess to the networks of minority adolescents, little research has been
done to investigate the links between types of social capital and the
help-seeking orientation of at-risk urban youth (Stanton-Salazar &
Spina, 2000). The relevance of social capital in relation to formal and
informal sources of help has been shown in a recent study among 589
American rural adolescents. Adolescents with higher levels of bonding
social capital were more willing to seek informal help and, in turn, were
more willing to seek professional help (Hedge, Sianko, & McDonell,
2017). Seeking help will be less difficult when supportive relationships
are established and knowing who is available will make adolescents
more capable of seeking informal help when needed. Subsequently, the
friends and family of adolescents may encourage them to seek profes-
sional help by providing information and instrumental support. It is
therefore relevant to study the sources of social capital that at-risk
youths perceive as helpful in becoming self-sufficient.

The present study further explores the relation between help-
seeking and social capital as conditions for self-sufficiency. Past re-
search has identified barriers and facilitators relating to adolescent
help-seeking, which often relies on social relationships. However, it
remains unclear how these conditions for self-sufficiency are experi-
enced by at-risk urban youths and how different social networks pro-
vide different kinds of support. For this reason, we have used a quali-
tative method to study youths' perceptions of their situation, needs, and
social support.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

A sample of 22 vulnerable youths from Rotterdam participated in
semi-structured interviews. Rotterdam is the second most populous city
in the Netherlands. It is known for its relatively poor and ethnically
diverse population, as well as its high youth unemployment rates.
Rotterdam has approximately 7000 youths at risk, defined as young
people between the ages of 12 and 27 years who pose a risk to them-
selves and/or society due to an accumulation of problems with work,
school, health, and/or security (Scheidel, 2016). To gain information on
youths' experiences of formal help-seeking, we only included youths in
our sample who were or are in formal care- or support systems. At-risk
youths in this research refers to young people between the ages of 15
and 25 years (m=18.3 years) who have been identified by profes-
sionals in the juvenile criminal justice system, youth care sector, or
school attendance officers. Seventeen of the respondents were receiving
support at time of the interview (in a judicial institution, or by a social
or probation worker), while five of them had experienced problems in
the past but were receiving no formal help at the time of the interview.

Consistent with the population of the city of Rotterdam, a relatively
large portion of the sample was from an ethnic minority. Seventeen
youths were born in the Netherlands, 20 respondents were of non-na-
tive Dutch descent (using the definition of Statistics Netherlands, which

considers a person to be of native Dutch descent if both of his or her
parents were born in the Netherlands). Of the 20 non-native Dutch
participants, five had a Moroccan background, eight a Caribbean
background, and seven had other ethnic backgrounds. The professionals
had more boys than girls in their caseload, and therefore only two girls
were included in the sample. For this reason, the results will apply
mainly to at-risk boys and statements about gender differences cannot
be made.

The recruitment of participants took place between March and
November 2016 through contacts with professionals working in youth
care, schools or the criminal justice system (e.g. psychologists, youth
coaches, social workers, school attendance officers). The researchers
also joined activities in which potential respondents could be found,
such as meetings between school attendance officers and youths who
had played truant, outreach workers doing their rounds in dis-
advantaged neighborhoods in Rotterdam, and hearings of the sub-dis-
trict court with truant youth. A third sampling strategy was snowball
sampling, which is a beneficial technique to gain access to vulnerable
populations such as at-risk youths (Sadler, Lee, Lim, & Fullerton, 2010).

2.2. Data collection

The interviews were conducted by the first and third authors of this
paper. They took place at locations to which the respondents could
easily travel and at which they would feel comfortable, such as the
central library. In the case of closed facilities for youth care or im-
prisonment, the interview was conducted on location.

All the participants signed an informed consent form, and extra
assents (tacit) were obtained from the parents of participants under the
age of 16. The participants were interviewed individually by one of the
two researchers and were asked to provide pseudonyms under which
their interview would be transcribed. All the interviews were audio
recorded and lasted between 60 and 90min each. Participation was
voluntary, and the participants were compensated with 15 Euros after
the interview was conducted. The study was not subject to the Medical
Research (Human Subjects) Act. This qualitative research was part of a
broader research project on at-risk youths in Rotterdam, conducted by
the Erasmus Urban Youth Lab, and had an explorative character (see
also Lenkens et al., 2018). The focus of the topic list was the lives and
perceptions of youths regarding barriers and support in multiple life
domains.

Questions were related to the participant's perceptions of their si-
tuation and included the youths' views on their current situation and
beliefs about the causes of their situation and support. For example,
“Are you satisfied with the situation you are in?” followed by “Why is
this the case? Who is responsible for this?” Perceived social support was
used as an indicator of social capital. To gain insight into the youths'
social capital, topics such as perceived support of friends, family, and
other important adults were addressed. Examples of questions include:
“How is your relationship with your parents?” and “Who else is im-
portant to you?” Finally, to gain information about the youths' help-
seeking orientation, the perceived need for support and formal care and
the perceived quality of past support and care were addressed.
Examples of questions are: “What do you think of the help and support
you receive(d)?” and “Do you think that you need help right now?”

2.3. Analysis

The interviews were transcribed and coded in the qualitative data
software NVivo. We analyzed the data using thematic content analysis,
identifying the major themes regarding self-sufficiency from our data
(Baarda, De Goede, & Teunissen, 2005). During this process themes
regarding social capital and help-seeking orientations were identified.
Next, more focused coding took place, with social support divided ac-
cording to the type of social capital and person (e.g. bonding and
bridging relating to the father, mother, aunts, and friends), positive and
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negative perceptions, and type of support, such as emotional, in-
formational, and instrumental support. Perceptions around help and
support were divided into positive and negative experiences. Next, we
checked the applicability of the resulting coding scheme to the rest of
our data. Last, we assessed the importance of the main codes in relation
to our central research questions (Baarda et al., 2005). The second level
of analysis consisted of classifying and synthesizing codes, looking for
patterns between concepts. The coding was carried out by the first
author of this paper, in consultation with the second and last author. To
ensure similar interpretations of the quotes used to illustrate the claims
in this paper, they were translated, presented, and discussed with the
second author.

3. Results

The youths in our sample had received several forms of informal
and formal support, but youths emphasized the role that they them-
selves played in their lives. Indications of self-reliance and self-blame as
barriers and facilitators of help seeking were most strongly present in
the observed data, which will be presented below.

3.1. Perception of situation: what happens to me is my own doing

Not having a diploma, having trouble with (new) relationships,
using drugs, and ongoing police contact are examples of problems the
youths said they had encountered in their lives. Initially, they blamed
themselves for these problems. For example, they did not feel motivated
enough to quit using drugs, or they felt they could not resist going
somewhere with friends instead of going to school. Milan thinks his
biggest problem is not having a school diploma. When asked why these
problems existed, he answered:

Milan (19): It's my fault [that I have no diploma…]. Maybe 10 to
20% of it is because of others, but mostly because of myself. [Those
10 to 20% are] my parents not chasing me up and friends who keep
asking me to hang out with them when I have to do homework. It is
distracting, but in the end it's my own fault, because I again choose
to [hang out with them].

The above quotation illustrates the primary reaction of many of the
respondents. Like Milan, the youths blamed themselves when asked
who was responsible for their problems. They thought it was their own
fault that the problems they mentioned existed or had not been solved
yet. However, as the above quotation indicates, they did not think the
problems were entirely their fault. This is observed with notable
nuance: the youths blame themselves for the situations they are in, but
also indicate external factors that influence their situation. Negative
events, distracting friends, and unsupportive parents are part of the
youths' explanations of why things happened.

Blaming oneself also seemed to have a positive or activating aspect,
since in multiple interviews it appeared to be a motivator of change.
Sometimes the situation had to become worse before they realized that
things had to change. Karim, for example, had been institutionalized in
order to be rehabilitated from his drug addiction two years before, but
was not motivated enough and left after two weeks. After another ne-
gative life event, he was more motivated and he thus quit using drugs
independently of supervision. Additionally, when asked what would
work best for people in the same situation, the respondents frequently
said to “leave them alone” (Jovani, 19) and “let them finish playing”
(Travis, 21). This suggests that they thought people in the same position
as them had to find out ‘the hard way’ that something had to change.

3.1.1. Self-reliance
Youths first and foremost preferred to rely on themselves, rather

than seeking support from their social network or instances. “You have
to want it yourself”, “you have to learn it by yourself”, “you have to
make decisions by yourself”, “you should be able to do it yourself”, are

statements many respondents made in response to the question about
why certain support in the past did not work or would not work in the
future.

A reason for this tendency towards self-reliance could be the as-
sumption that others will not understand them since the youths feel that
they are different from others. Ravi, having trouble to stay in school
after a year of absenteeism, said he did not like people giving their
opinions when they were not in the same situation as he was. He ex-
plained this in his answer to the question about whether the opinions of
other people were important to him:

Ravi (19): No, not at all. In the end I am the one who makes my own
money and pays my own bread, so the opinions of others don't
matter to me. If they were in my shoes, maybe then it would [matter
to me].

3.2. Bonding social capital: parents and non-parental adults

All the youths stated that they had friends with whom they spent a
lot of time and who were important to them. Remarkably, when asked
who was important for support during changes in their lives, friends
played a significantly smaller role. Because of this finding, the focus of
this section will be on parents and other (extended) family members.

With respect to family structure, only six of the 22 participants were
living in two-parent households. The other youths (16 of the 22) were
living without their fathers. The focus of these results will therefore be
on the bonding social capital that their mothers provided, since par-
ental support was mostly received from mothers.

3.2.1. Not wanting to burden their mothers
Most youths reported a good or even strong relationship with their

mothers. They spoke of their relationships with their mothers in terms
of being close and sharing a lot. This illustrates the type of support they
perceived receiving mostly from their mothers, namely emotional
support. While others described their relationships as good in the sense
that “we do not have problems” or “she is my mother, I have only one of
her”, most of the respondents stated that they had good relationships
with their mothers because they were close, they could talk and share
feelings, or they felt understood. A distinctive finding was the fact that a
large portion of the respondents felt uncomfortable about asking their
mothers for help. Even though the youths described their relationships
with their mothers as good and said they could easily talk to them, they
mostly stated they did not have the need to do that. They often replied,
“Oh, I don't feel the need to talk about my feelings to my mother”.

Apart from this ambivalence, some youths also indicated they had
the possibility to talk and share feelings with their mothers, but they
felt they were a burden to them. Some respondents described the dif-
ficult conditions in which their mothers were living and therefore did
not want to worry them. Johnny, who was living with his mother even
though he had two children with his girlfriend, said he was very close to
his mother. However, he did not want to burden her with his problems.

Johnny (26): I rather don't talk to my mother [about feelings]. My
mother is very sensitive. I'd rather not bother her with my problems.
She has her own problems and I'd rather let her live peacefully,
without knowing my problems.

3.2.2. Support from aunts
Aunts were mentioned multiple times (in 10 out of 22 interviews) as

important sources of support. In three of these cases, the so-called aunts
were not blood relatives, but a friend of their mother or a former
stepmother. Likely, they were considered as aunts because of their age
and the structural presence in their lives. The reason for which the
youths identified these aunts as significant in their lives was mostly that
they offered emotional support. In multiple cases an aunt offered a
place to stay for a time out until calm was restored at home. For
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example, Carlos, who was in juvenile rehabilitation two years ago,
sometimes lives with his aunt when there is an argument at home:

Carlos (20): I am living at my aunt's place right now, because I had
troubles with my dad; therefore [I live at my aunt's place now…]. I
have stayed at her place often. My aunt is very important to me.
She's very close to me.

Remarkably, it was not only the youths who reported a lack of
emotional support from their own parents who emphasized the role of
aunts in their lives. This indicates that emotional support from aunts is
additional and not a substitute. From the youths' perspective, aunts are
more able to relate to them. Karim's parents are both from Morocco. His
parents have not received formal education, and they currently are not
in paid employment. Karim has a very close relationship with his par-
ents, but also emphasizes some qualities of his aunts:

Karim (25): My aunts are important. They are good, spirited aunts.
Sometimes they understand me better and this makes me more
open. They understand what I am dealing with and they explain
things to me. They speak Dutch very well. They have a higher
education and they speak different than ‘normal’ Dutch. They speak
‘educated Dutch’, so to speak.

In other words, Karim seemed to feel understood by his aunts be-
cause they had studied in the Netherlands and therefore might have
understood his bicultural identity more than his parents did. Moreover,
Karim seemed to imply that speaking Dutch on a ‘higher level’ had
certain advantages that enabled his aunts to support him. Also, in other
cases, aunts were appreciated because they seemed to provide addi-
tional support, over and above that of the parents. A respondent men-
tioned his ‘smart’ aunt as important, because for example, she ad-
vocated for him when his teacher recommended a level of high school
that was lower than the results of the standardized CITO test indicated.

3.3. Bridging social capital: key role of professionals from formal
institutions

Eight youths reported having bridging social capital contacts, of
which only one reported informal bridging contacts. The other reported
bridging social contacts were professionals. The interviews revealed
certain key elements of what youths felt was helpful in terms of various
types of help and support received from these contacts outside their
bonding network. Mo for example, was thankful for the help that two
youth coaches in his district offered before he was in detention.

Mo (18): I just met them on the street and they helped me. They're
really of value to me and they call me weekly too [now that he is in
detention].
Interviewer: What did they help you with?
Mo: I wanted to work, they helped me search. I dunno, man, [they
helped me] with little things, but still I'm grateful. They took me to
places, or they helped my mother – my mother is illiterate – reading
letters that I didn't understand myself.

In the quotation above, Mo states that he appreciates the ways that
youth coaches helped him and his mother with so-called ‘little things’.
This was the kind of support that many respondents mentioned as
helpful. This ‘simple’ help was extremely important to them. Other
examples of individuals who helped them were school career coaches
helping with organizing agendas, teachers looking for suitable solutions
for specific situations, social district team employees who were always
available, juvenile probation officers who were helping them with
handling fines, and supervisors in general who ‘arranged things’. As the
above quotation of Mo illustrates, youths appreciate bridging contacts
who offer them instrumental support.

3.3.1. Conditions for receiving support
A condition that appeared to be important in order for bridging

contacts to be of help was approachability, or the easy accessibility of
the support. All the individuals who were labeled as helpful were
praised because of their accessibility. Seeing someone on a regular basis
reduced the barriers to communication.

A second condition under which respondents found it easier to re-
ceive support was that of similarity between the youth and the person
offering support. To build a trusting relationship and receive support,
the youths found it important that these people knew what they were
talking about concerning the disadvantaged neighborhood the youths
were living in and their cultural background. Both Mo and Johnny
stressed the importance of similarity when asked how and why certain
professional caregivers in their lives were of value.

Mo (18): The coach also grew up in a bad neighborhood. He's really
very relaxed. He just felt us, because he's from the same neighbor-
hood […]. You can tell he has life experience. You can just tell.
Johnny (26): It's more like [being an] immigrant; there is a con-
nection. You understand me, you know […] you definitely have a
couple of nephews on the streets as well, you just know […]. You
have to be familiar with street culture. That's also important.

The youths frequently expressed the need to feel understood by
others but also showed a level of frustration that people who tried to
help them could not understand them. People who they did feel would
understand them were perceived to be similar in certain respects, such
as cultural and migrant background, familiarity with street culture and
so-called ‘life experience’.

3.4. Help-seeking orientation: no need for formal support or care

Questions about the beliefs of the youths in our sample about the
effectiveness of the formal help and support they had received yielded a
relatively consistent picture. Most of the youths were negative or neu-
tral about this. They either explicitly mentioned why they did not like
the received care, or they accepted the care but did not find it useful, as
the following quotation illustrates:

Milan (19): It was just nonsense. She [the therapist] only wanted to
talk to me and that was it. Well, I didn't benefit from it that much. I
think psychology is nonsense. I thought so before [I started
therapy]. What would it help if someone talks to you?

The perceived need for support and care was very low, including the
reasons mentioned above, such as not believing in the effectiveness of
offered support. The youth indicated that they would rather rely on
themselves.

In order to explore patterns in the youths' help-seeking and social
capital we analyzed in more detail the transcripts of five youths who
indicated that they were in need of help and had a positive help-seeking
orientation. These youths, like the majority of our sample, showed
certain degrees of self-reliance but, uniquely they did not point out
external factors that they felt were influencing their lives in a negative
way. In addition, they also indicated they had positive experiences of
the care they had received in the past. Finally, an age pattern appeared
under youths with a positive perception of help. Youths with a positive
help-seeking orientation were in early adulthood (ages above 18 with a
mean age of 21.4 years), whereas youths who indicated a negative
perception of help were predominantly adolescents (with mean age of
17 years). No patterns were observed for type of risk, social capital, or
ethnic descent.

In sum, the lack of assigning negative external factors as a barrier,
having positive perceptions of past care, and older age seem to be
prerequisites for youths to have a positive help-seeking orientation. The
combination of the presence of these factors were unique for the youths
with a positive perception of help, but some factors were present in
other youths as well. This indicates that these factors are necessary, but
not sufficient for a positive help-seeking orientation of at-risk youths.
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4. Discussion

In this study we set out to explore the perceptions of at-risk urban
youths regarding their help-seeking orientations, insofar as these were
shaped by their needs and social capital. Based on qualitative analyses
of interviews with 22 at-risk youths in an urban city, this study illus-
trates the conditions for self-sufficiency: the presence of social capital
and positive help-seeking orientations. Self-blame and self-reliance
were important factors in youths' perception of their situation. Youths
indicated that their bonding social capital was sufficient, but also in-
dicated limitations and the need for other resources. Instrumental
support by bridging contacts is mostly provided by formal resources,
which seemed to be appreciated more when the youths perceived the
professional to be similar in terms of cultural background and neigh-
borhood. Only five at-risk youths had a positive help-seeking orienta-
tion.

4.1. Youths' perceptions of their situation and needs

The strong tendency towards self-reliance among youths in our
study corresponds with previous findings of higher levels of self-re-
liance among youths facing adversity than those in normative sample
(Gulliver et al., 2010). The present study shows that it can also be re-
ferred to as a coping style to deal with situations that are outside an
individual's control, which has been labeled survivalist self-reliance in
previous research (Samuels & Pryce, 2008). A possible explanation for
this self-reliance may be that the youths do not want to burden their
families with their problems, mainly because their biggest sources of
emotional support (their mothers) are already in challenging situations.
Another possible explanation may be that the youths feel they can only
be understood and helped by people who have had similar experiences
to them. Since people who might give additional instrumental and in-
formational support are mostly professionals who do not have a shared
background, the youths do not think of these people as resources of
support and therefore tend to prefer to be self-reliant.

4.2. Social capital

Youths stated that they received enough support from their parents,
which was mostly in the form of emotional support from the mothers.
Although youths did not make this explicit, their social capital might be
limited due to the absence of a paternal figure. Non-parental adults,
such as extended family members, appeared to contribute to the emo-
tional support of at-risk youth. Especially for youths growing up in
single-parent households, non-parental adults seem to be an important
source of providing bonding social capital (Raymond-Flesch et al.,
2017). The findings on the importance of aunts are also consistent with
previous research on Caribbean families in the Netherlands. These fa-
milies have matrifocal systems, in which fathers are relatively fre-
quently absent and female members support each other (Distelbrink,
2000). This could explain the significant role aunts play in the lives of
many at-risk youths in our sample.

Our findings show the need for support from adults who have more
knowledge or experience, for example about the school system and
other formal organizations. The youths in our study distinguish be-
tween the emotional support they receive from their mothers and the
emotional support they receive from their aunts. Research into the
educational achievements of successful second-generation immigrants
in the Netherlands indicates that these youths value informed social
support (Rezai, Severiens, & Crul, 2017). This type of support is given
by people who are more educated, familiar with the education system,
and are also aware of the experiences and challenges these youths face.
The present study suggests that this category of social support is not
only applicable to educational achievement, but to adjustment of at-risk
youths in general.

The literature suggests that bridging social capital is of immense

importance for at-risk adolescents, since bridging actors can provide
them with instrumental and informational support, as well as access to
institutional resources (Bottrell, 2009). However, the current research
shows that bridging social capital for many at-risk youths is present in a
limited way. The bridging social capital that youths consider helpful
comes from individuals affiliated with formal institutions, such as youth
care or school, which is in accordance with previous research on
bridging capital of youths in Australia and the United States (Bottrell,
2009; Raposa et al., 2018; Raymond-Flesch et al., 2017). The most
distinctive feature of individuals providing bridging social capital is
that they do not share a common social or sociodemographic identity
with the youths (Szreter & Woolcock, 2004). The youths in our sample,
however, emphasized the importance of the similarity of helpful others
regarding migration background and living conditions. These perceived
similarities seem to refer to Bourdieu's notion of ‘embodied cultural
capital’ (1986). One's language or accent, specific skills, and disposi-
tions are examples of embodied cultural capital. The youths in our
sample have a preference for helpful others whose embodied cultural
capital is close to them. The preferences of these at-risk youth con-
cerning support offer reflections on the theoretical value of bridging
capital for at-risk youth which have, to the best of our knowledge, not
been found in previous research.

4.3. Help-seeking orientation

Most youths have negative perceptions of past care, and do not
articulate the need for further support. They think that talking about
problems or other forms of therapy are not useful to them, especially
when offered by someone they feel will not understand their situation.
Concerning informal help, they indicate that they do not want to
burden their mothers and therefore do not ask for emotional support
(cf. Gulliver et al., 2010). Our findings indicate the importance of in-
strumental and informational support offered by extended family-
members and professionals who are perceived as similar to these at-risk
youths.

The present study aimed to explore at-risk youths' help-seeking or-
ientations in the context of their social support. Youths who do have a
positive help-seeking orientation have had or are having positive ex-
periences with present or past care, and do not cite external factors as
the cause of their problems. This finding is partly consistent with the
existing literature; individuals with an external locus of control tend to
have a less positive attitude towards seeking professional help (Barwick
et al., 2009) and individuals who have had positive experiences of care
in the past have a more positive attitude towards seeking help (Gulliver
et al., 2010). The combination of these two factors as conditions for
seeking help highlights the need to consider youths' attitudes towards
help-seeking. Additionally, youths with positive help-seeking orienta-
tions were the oldest in our sample. Possible explanations include older
individuals being less likely to endorse social roles of strength, or
having more life experience teaching them that seeking help is of value
(Mackenzie, Gekoski, & Knox, 2006). It remains unclear, however, if
and how age is an indicator of positive perceptions of help.

It is also important to note that self-reliance in previous research has
been identified as a barrier to seeking help (Gulliver et al., 2010; Ortega
& Alegría, 2002; Scott et al., 2015). Youths in our sample appeared to
be self-reliant, but self-reliance was not absent among youths with a
positive help-seeking orientation. Although self-reliance can be a source
of risk, since it can indicate a difficulty to make connections with others
and ask for support when needed, the present study did not always find
this to be the case. Several youths indicated being both self-reliant and
having a positive help-seeking orientation. Being self-reliant can also be
a motivator to seek help. Self-reliance is related to having an internal
locus of control, and the belief that change and improvement is possible
may result in seeking help as an opportunity for improvement (Funch &
Marshall, 1984).

Further research is required on how the social capital of at-risk
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youth is related to their perceptions of help, since the current sample
did not show much variation in bonding and bridging capital. We did
not find evidence for the findings of Hedge et al. (2017) that the pre-
sence of bonding social capital increases help-seeking. The present
study gives reason to further study the conditions under which at-risk
youth have a more positive help-seeking orientation.

4.4. Implications

The findings of our research concerning the social capital of at-risk
youth emphasize the role of non-parental adults in providing additional
emotional, informational, and instrumental support. Additional emo-
tional support was provided by familial adults such as aunts, but in-
strumental and informational support was often received from non-fa-
milial adults as well. At-risk youths may need more bridging sources of
help in their network that are able to provide them with additional
social capital. Therefore, we recommend interventions aimed at in-
creasing the bridging social capital of at-risk youths. An example of
such an intervention is mentoring. To expand social capital, mentors
from outside the youths' networks can serve as bridging contacts. This
research also indicates the need for youths to perceive bridging contacts
as relatively similar to them. It is therefore important to explicitly
identify the needs of at-risk youths to match them with an appropriate
mentor.

At-risk youths who have access to bridging capital may not want to
activate it because of the beliefs they have concerning the effectiveness
and the competence of these individuals. For example, the present study
indicates that the youths have access to emotional support from their
mothers, but that they are hesitant to activate this. The same applies to
support from professionals such as psychologists. Further research
should therefore include a focus on the distinction between access to
and activation of social capital (Lin, 1999; Smith, 2005), and how this is
shaped by youths' network orientations (Vaux et al., 1986).

Recent research on an intervention that includes both mentoring
and activation of capital, offers relevant directions for implications. A
program designed to discuss barriers in help-seeking and the identifi-
cation and activation of social support with youths appeared to be
beneficial for first-generation college students. The program sig-
nificantly influenced the students' college attitudes and behaviors re-
lated to the cultivation of social capital (Schwartz et al., 2016; Schwartz
et al., 2018). Normalizing help-seeking behavior and framing it as a
necessary component of development, rather than as a lack of self-re-
liance, allowed youths to engage in help-seeking (Schwartz et al.,
2016). While promising, future studies are necessary to study the ef-
fectiveness of this intervention outside a school context, after assessing
the expressed needs of at-risk youths.

The overrepresentation of males in our sample might explain the
main finding that at-risk youths had a negative help-seeking orienta-
tion. Previous research on the help-seeking of adult males found that
they tend to have more negative attitudes towards psychological help
than other forms of assistance, which was related to their traditional
masculine ideologies (Berger, Levant, McMillan, Kelleher, & Sellers,
2005; Scott et al., 2015). Whereas male adolescents rely more heavily
on stress reduction and diversion, female adolescents mobilize their
social support more often (Copeland & Hess, 1995). This suggests that
support should be reconsidered for at-risk male youths. Researchers
suggested that treatment (formal help) could focus more on thinking
rather than on feeling, and that this would change perceptions of help
seeking among males (Berger et al., 2005). How this would impact at-
risk male youths' perceptions needs further attention in future research.

4.5. Limitations of the present study

There are several limitations to this study that require considera-
tion. These include the gender balance of our sample, which consisted
of 20 boys and two girls. Although relations between perceptions of

their situation, social capital, and perceptions of help did not differ for
the two girls in our sample, the results might be only generalizable to
at-risk boys in urban areas. The qualitative nature of our study provided
valuable insights into the perceptions of at-risk youths. However,
youths may have felt less understood by interviewers with a different
societal status and ethnic background, which could have affected their
responses. The researchers' personal biases could also have affected
their analyses. We attempted to mitigate these limitations by presenting
ourselves as independent from the systems that youths were in for
support or care, emphasizing their anonymity, and using multiple re-
searchers to conduct the interviews and analysis.

4.6. Conclusion

This research was conducted to explore youths' social capital and
help-seeking orientations within a context of societal expectations of
self-sufficiency. Our findings suggest that at-risk youths' preference for
self-reliance may be both a barrier to and facilitator of seeking help.
Their need for self-reliance must be considered in the light of their
limited bonding social capital, and their preference for similarities in
their bridging social capital. Only when taking into account at-risk
youths' preferences, past experiences, and expectations in seeking help,
self-sufficiency can be expected.
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