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Abstract The article explores how young adults
with co-occurring substance use and mental health
problems experience and describe their own and
others’ contributions to their sense of community
belonging. This article is part of a larger qualitative
interview study of young adults. The data for this
report were the individual interviews with two study
participants. These participants were chosen because
they offered in-depth understandings relating to var-
ious aspects of community belonging. A thematic
narrative analysis of the interview data was carried
out. Central to this model of analysis is to transform
unstructured qualitative interview data into a unified
narrative for each participant, structured around a
thematic plot. The analysis revealed two plots: ‘Hav-
ing to go against yourself to be an insider’, and “You
have to realize that you have problems and try to do
something about them’. We interpreted the first
narrative as an expression of marginalized people
feeling they deserve recognition from society, while
the second narrative reflected the idea that each person
has a personal responsibility for being valued. We
conclude that the narratives expressed the importance
of helping young adults to place their lived experi-
ences in a larger social context.
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Introduction

A sense of community belonging is often taken for
granted because people living their ordinary, everyday
lives do not question belongingness unless they
experience negative reactions in their social interac-
tions [1]. Often, it is the lack of belonging that one
notices: that is alienation and the feeling that oneself
does not matter. The present study is about young
adults with co-occurring substance use and mental
health-related problems (co-occurring problems).
They are citizens typically associated with social
exclusion, who are struggling for belonging.

Co-occurring problems are complex biopsychoso-
cial phenomena, with different degrees of severity and
influence on people’s lives. Different terms are used to
denote these problems [2—4]. Clinical studies and
guidelines often use specific psychiatric diagnoses
when defining co-occurring problems [3, 5]. In the
present study the problems also include non-diagnosed
problems.

Studies where people with co-occurring problems
are the target group generally have a clinical focus.
However, in recent years some studies with a recovery
perspective have explored different aspects of
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everyday life [6, 7]. Only a few of these deal with
young adults [8, 9]. In the present study the everyday
focus is reflected in how the young adults’ meeting
with their local community and broader society is part
of their experience and understanding of how they can
manage to belong to the community with or without
their co-occurring problems.

An important theme for many young adult citizens
is to find their place in society [10, 11]. An experience
of ‘being normal’ can be of particular importance in
this phase of life [8]. However, research related to
young adults with co-occurring problems shows that
they are at risk of experiencing outsiderness
[4, 12, 13]. The group is often associated with various
forms of deviations related to psychosocial situations
in childhood and adolescence [13-16], and with low
participation in education, work, and other valued
activities [12, 14]. The terms ‘exclusion’ and ‘inclu-
sion’ are used to denote ‘objective’ measures of
membership and participation in ‘ordinary’ activities
as well as subjective dimensions of quality and
meaning of life in society [17]. The term ‘sense of
belonging’, however, emphasizes the subjective
dimensions [18]. ‘Sense of community belonging’ is
exclusively a ‘bottom-up’ perspective on social
inclusion, unlike ‘top-down’ perspectives of govern-
ment policies and dominant discourses in society
related to the ‘ideal’ citizen. Such a perspective on
social inclusion is rarely used in studies targeting these
groups of young people [4, 14]. In one study, of which
this study is an extension, young adults with co-
occurring problems seemed to take for granted that
they would need to change and adapt their lives to be
accepted as ‘proper’ citizens [13]. There were differ-
ent opinions as to whether this was the right thing to
do.

It can be easier to promote a sense of belonging to
the community before the young adults are further
marginalized. Persons with co-occurring problems are
described as difficult to help because of their complex
problems [2, 19]. Service providers characterize
young adults as unmotivated to receive services. In
order to reach out to this group it can be of crucial
importance that service providers take into account
issues that they emphasize themselves [20, 21].

Promoting community belonging involves chang-
ing either the person or the community. Pragmatism
and moral concerns may guide the understanding of
how this can take place. Young people report varying
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degrees of guilt and responsibility for their lack of
community belonging [13]. Because young adults
with co-occurring problems often experience outsider-
ness, an important topic is how to improve their
capacity to achieve a sense of community belonging.
How the young adults understand this moral issue is of
importance in terms of the support they consider
relevant to increase their ability to achieve community
belonging. In this article, we aimed to gain deeper
insight regarding this. The research question was: How
do young adults with co-occurring problems experi-
ence and describe their own and others’ responsibil-
ities for achieving a sense of belonging to the
community?

Capacity to Achieve a Sense of Community
Belonging

A sense of community belonging is an expression of
the mutual dependence between a person and society
[1]. Hagerty and colleagues pointed at two central
characteristics connected with experiences of belong-
ing: one relating to the experience of being valued
(i.e., worth something) and the other relating to the
concept of ‘fitting into’ something important to
oneself [18]. The extent to which it is possible to
achieve these two characteristics is influenced by both
personal and social conditions. Honneth’s recognition
theory is based on a relational approach to self-
development and the experience of different forms of
recognition in order to form a robust self [22]. This is
necessary in order to cope in today’s individualized
society.

In general, agency refers to the capacity to act with
consideration for concerns and preferences [23]. A
person’s agency can be seen as a complex interaction
between individual and contextual conditions.
Attempts to understand this interaction emphasize
various factors [24, 25].

Agency may be understood and investigated based
on a given person’s understanding of past experiences
and imagined future opportunities [24-27]. In this
way, it is possible to explore the person’s agency in
light of personal life narratives based on a context of
lived experience. The narratives are also guided by the
structural and cultural relationship in which they are
embedded. Based on an empirical study of young
adults’ experiences and understandings of different
periods of transition in their lives, Evans describes
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agency as something that “sees the actors as having
past and imagined future possibilities, which guide
and shape actions in the present, together with
subjective perceptions of the structures they have to
negotiate, the social landscapes that affect how they
act” ([25], pp. 92-93). For example, neoliberalism can
be a part of the social landscape and influence the
person’s agency to achieve a sense of community
belonging. It emphasis on personal responsibility for
one’s own life path and on making the best of the
opportunities society offers [28], affects the person’s
perceived possibilities to realize his or her desires.

Young adults negotiate their possibilities within a
certain social, political, and financial context
[24, 25,29, 30]. Those who experience being outsiders
in school or other mainstream settings often search for
a sense of belonging in alternative environments that
make them feel understood and respected. They may
also search for different understandings of their
feelings of subordination than those offered by the
prevailing views in society. In today’s society, how-
ever, such alternative ideas tend to be interpreted as
individual failures, unrelated to social and economic
structures [31, 32]. Moreover, the professionals whom
young adults meet may not be aware of or concerned
with such structures. An array of studies indicating an
inner focus on ‘conversation’, ‘alliance building’, and
‘working with oneself’ have attained hegemony in
welfare services [33—-35]. Dominant moral and polit-
ical views will significantly affect people’s life
chances and how their life stories are framed. This is
especially related to citizens in marginalized positions
in society.

Methods
Data Development

The present article is part of a larger qualitative study
[13]. The study was carried out in a municipality in
eastern Norway, with a population of around 55,000
and located close to a large city. Generally, the citizens
have a high standard of living and are well educated.
The unemployment rate is low, few people are on
social benefits, and the local area has a generally
stable social and economic situation.

Seven participants aged 18-30 were recruited
through the municipal health and social services. To

be included, participants had to have received services
from both mental health and substance use agencies.
Many young adults seeking help for their problems
from these agencies have not received a psychiatric
diagnosis. There were no inclusion criteria based on
specific psychiatric diagnoses. The study’s perspec-
tive aligns with a social-relational model of disability
[36]. Interactions between the young adults and their
local communities are explored and seen from the
young adults’ perspective. Their experiences are seen
in the light of social oppression [13]. Data were
collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews
conducted by the first author. A semi-structured
interview guide was used with open-ended questions
related to the experience of belonging and conditions
that promote or inhibit a sense of belonging. Partic-
ipants were each interviewed twice. In the first set of
interviews, they were asked to describe and elaborate
upon their experiences. In the follow-up interviews,
they explored new issues and elaborated upon themes
derived from the findings of the first interview. These
interviews were audio-recorded and were transcribed
verbatim by the first author.

In the above-mentioned study aiming to explore
how young adults experience challenges in belonging
to their local communities, moral fumbling was one of
three overarching themes from the thematic analysis
[13]. Moral fumbling makes it difficult for the young
adults to stand up for themselves and make demands
on others. In the present article, we have re-analyzed
the interviews with Anders and Evan (pseudonyms)
from the main study. The two participants do not
explicitly express much moral fumbling, but each of
them describes a moral position that is also part of the
other participant’s moral negotiations.

The first interview with Anders lasted 50 min; after
a week, he was interviewed again for 1 h and 20 min.
The interviews with Evan lasted 50 min and 45 min,
respectively. The follow-up interview with Evan was
carried out three and a half months after the first
interview. The interviews took place at the offices of
the municipal child and family services, as chosen by
the participants.

Analysis
The semi structured qualitative interview data were

arranged into an autobiographical narrative for each
participant [37]. Our analysis of the interviews was
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primarily based upon what Riessman described as
thematic narrative analysis: focusing on what is said
more than the structural elements used by the partic-
ipant (e.g., direct speech) or the interactions between
the participant and the interviewer [38]. Central to this
type of analysis is to develop a thematic plot that
organizes other central themes or subplots into a
coherent story [37].

The first part of the analysis was conducted as a
naive reading. Notes were taken concerning reflec-
tions on themes and patterns in the interviews.
Afterward, the transcriptions were read more care-
fully, which included marking text judged to be central
in relation to the research question. The main plots
were suggested to tie the subplots together. This was
done repeatedly until the suggested plots seemed to
represent the central content of the text in relation to
the research question. Subsequently, the focus was
narrowed to investigate possible connections between
different subplots (i.e., analytical bracketing: [39]
pp. 28-30). The focus was on determining which
events, descriptions, and words were linked to a single
plot ([39], pp. 55-60). This procedure was also used
for other central themes. In this way, new connections
were drawn, and new ideas for the main plot and
subplots emerged. To judge whether the suggested
main plot seemed relevant to answer the research
question, the transcriptions were read in full. The final
main plot was developed by alternating between
investigating the whole and investigating its parts.
Finally, narratives were drawn up with the main plot as
the organizing element [37]. We sought to use the
participants’ own words to construct the narrative.
New words were added only where it was deemed
necessary to produce a sufficiently coherent and
reader-friendly text.

The first and second author took the lead when
identifying the plots and narratives. The third author
read the narratives with a critical eye and commented
on aspects that seemed unclear or were described
incompletely.

Research Ethics

The study was conducted in accordance with the
Norwegian National Committees for Research Ethics.
Ethical approval to conduct the study was granted by
the Norwegian Social Science Data Services (NSD).
To maintain confidentiality, the participants’
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statements in the presentation of the results are
partially edited, and pseudonyms are used.

Results

In the following sections, we present Anders’ and
Evan’s narratives. The heading of each narrative states
the main plot.

Anders” Story—Having to Go Against Yourself
to Be an Insider

Anders is ethnic Norwegian and was 21 years old at
the time of the interview. One of his parents had
education beyond high school. His parents divorced
when he was in primary school, which led to him
changing school. At the time of the interviews he had
finished 10" grade (in secondary school) five years
ago, and he lived with one of his parents. He listed
friends, music, and the Internet as his interests. He did
not take part in any education or paid work. He has
been diagnosed with ADHD and stated that he aims to
reduce his use of illegal drugs. He reported that for a
long time, he had felt that he was on the outside of
society but wanted to be a part of society or “function
in a normal way”.

At school, I used to harass the teachers and
wasn’t afraid of showing them the finger. The
more resistance I got, the more I loved it. It was
awful to be scolded, but it was the only driving
force. All the teachers noticed how incredibly
rebellious [ was, and they see how school doesn’t
work for a lot of kids. My hatred towards school
grew continuously. Eventually, I just stayed at
home—something that created a really bad
result for myself. In the first year of upper
secondary school, I dropped out altogether. This
weakens the feeling of belonging a lot, so that
when you discover cannabis, for instance, and
when things start happening in your life, you’ll
pretty quickly be put into a category. You aren’t
accepted by very many people, and then it’s
really easy to get into the group where you are
accepted.

I sought excitement and something new—a new
belonging. I have had wretched friends who have
nicked lots of money from me... who try to get



J. Psychosoc. Rehabil. Ment. Health

you to flip out, you know. There are lots of weird
rumors about me. For example, when I ask if
they can change a 500 kroner note at a kiosk—
then, I’'m met with a contemptuous laugh and
questions about why I want to change money,
which is none of their business. Why do people
have to be so nasty all the time? Mocking others,
laughing in people’s faces. I feel a kind of
uneasiness when I encounter such negative
views but have learnt how to label them and
not to care. It’s mostly things like this that make
my sense of belonging weaker.

Hip-hop lyrics are where I find my relationship
with the world. Some of the artists refuse to stop
spreading the message—have that will to fight,
you know, and they come from the gutters. There
is so much reality in the lyrics that 1 get
completely swallowed up by it. Not the lyrics
about selling coke on the streets or shooting
black people, but seeing the unfairness and that
it’s really about love. Many of the artists lack
love in their lives. Their mother and father have
been killed, a brother has been killed. Mainly,
nobody cares really. Just another black person on
the streets, you know. I'm like in favor of
everyone being equal and all possible justice
because I know why things have worked out as
they have. I want people to see such connections.
But people are so busy managing on their own
and don’t have time to reflect on why everything
is connected, and I wunderstand that well
enough—it’s the way things are set up. You
don’t feel connected to society by trying to
oppose it because as soon as you do that, you are
considered either a hobo, or a druggie, or a
conspiracy theorist, or a radical—whatever—
something or other that’s not positive. These
days it’s normal to have an education, a partner,
work...everything’s supposed to trundle along at
a certain pace. There aren’t many opportunities
if you don’t follow the ‘normal’ route. There is
no other way out than crime. Be lucky and
become a company founder, or become a
musician or some kind of artist. It all seems so
hopeless.

You become so dependent on society. It seems
like they have total control of people. It’s no use
changing things from the inside either because
you only get swallowed by the system. No matter

if I hate the prevailing money system, no matter
how much I dislike society, this is the system that
exists now, and you just have to relate to it in a
way that you like yourself and you can live with.
I’m concerned with trying to function again in a
normal way—that things will move along nicely.
I am actually on my way back quite well. In a
way, I'm sort of trying to go against myself a
bit—trying to make friends who are a bit more
normal—more A4 (more conventional)... I no
longer have to cross that particular line I used to
cross—it went too far then. At the same time, 1
don’t ever suddenly want to turn around com-
pletely. I will probably always be the person I am
now, on the B-side of society... I like people
who are a bit quirky—not quite A4—those who
dare to do some mischief or other, who are not
scared of being bawled out—a bit like a monkey,
but not stupid either.

When you are trapped in it politically, every-
thing seems so meaningless. There is a place in
society for everyone, but one has to find a place
that is meaningful. I quit a work training
scheme about two months ago. In the first six
months, I felt that the job gave me a lot of
purpose. I got to use my body. I did something...
then, I felt it was meaningful, but as time went
by, I started thinking more and more about the
wages and stuff... I worked for the same low
wage for a year and did work for the municipal-
ity that actually was worth a great deal... so I go
to work every day and am well aware of this
slavery. The municipality could have been
generous and offered higher wages or another
type of position. The scheme wasn’t based on the
possibility of you getting on further and actually
starting to feel like you belong in society in a
normal way. That’s why I quit.

School and the social security system are set up
to integrate you into the A4 society. I feel that
Norway is a very correct country, and in the
municipality, everything seems rather presti-
gious. We develop in the material world. That’s
my view because I've landed in the boat I’ve
landed in and don’t have that many benefits.
That’s why automatically, I have a negative
view. [ have to be able to see the negative aspects
of myself as well. I am conscious of how I can
improve but can’t manage it—it’s almost going
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against myself—it’s that hopelessness always
returning. But I just have to try something—just
get something moving. I kind of want to get

going.

Anders’ narrative contains some sub-plots. One
plot is resistance toward authorities and systems.
Another plot related to his resistance is to be valued
and understood as the person he is and what he
expresses. These sub-plots may give meaning to what
Anders describes as being “trapped in it politically”.
The main plot in Anders’ narrative, having to go
against yourself to be an insider is, as we see it, related
to the fact that he struggles to find something that can
free him from his captivity. Anders reveals that the
resistance strengthens his feelings of being an outsider
and restricts his opportunities of having the life he
hoped for. He struggles, however, to be motivated to
take part in life on the ‘other side’, which would mean
that he had become part of a system he does not
identify with. At the same time, he suggests that some
of the negative aspects of life that he associated with
the system may be related to his own thinking about
and the distance from the ‘others’ in the face of
negative attitudes. Anders clearly stated that he
needed to ‘work out something to see a future path’.
Anders asked to be met with understanding rather than
sanctions or stigmatization as a consequence of having
broken the formal and informal rules of society; this
can be understood as a wish for recognition.

Evan’s Story—You Have to Realize That You
Have Problems and Try to Do Something About
Them

Evan was 23 years old and is ethnic Norwegian. He
describes his family as dysfunctional. He is renting a
flat, and going to school at the time of the interview.
He had completed upper secondary education, and he
reported that friends, sports, and the Internet were
some of his hobbies. He said that he now controlled his
substance use. Periodically, he is depressed and
isolates himself socially. He described his experiences
trying to take on a new position in society in the
following narrative:

Sometimes one gets off to a bad start... You
know, some people have very good role models
or parents who look after you well. My parents
were more passive in that way, actually. There
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was a lot of scolding and shouting—not so much
concern with showing how you can do things. I
ended up in awkward situations because I didn’t
know how to behave. That’s probably part of the
reasons why it was harder for me to feel
included. I do remember secondary school...
There was a real hierarchy. You have the biggest
bully, and then you have the ones who are
bullied. When you are being bullied and are
insecure, then you project your insecurity onto
others again and treat others the way you
yourself have been treated. I have been insecure
and am deeply ashamed of how I have treated
some people. Instead, I could just have risen
above it all. It was kind of up to me to
figure things out... Then, things take a bit
longer. Meanwhile, you put yourself in the
position of being more exposed to things like
drugs... and I wasn’t really in the healthiest
company. The environment isn’t the reason, but
it’s really easy to get influenced by it. You feel a
sense of belonging, and then you do stuff that
makes you feel included. Birds of a feather flock
together; that’s the way it is.

I’ve gone through a period of self-examination
and come to realize that the person who has the
most problems with all these issues is, in fact,
myself. If you think life is shit, you’re the one
who thinks that, it’s not other people trying to
make it like that. As you manage to actually see
the reasons behind something, then you can find
a solution to how to get out of it—buck the trend.
When you realize that you are the cause of
what’s negative in your life, you kind of have to
work with what you have. The world is filled
with a good combination of skills and coinci-
dences. I'm actually a huge champion of Darwin
and the ‘survival of the fittest’: if you can
manage to adjust well to a social situation, of
course, you feel a sense of belonging. It’s a game
that is... well... a competition for the most
outgoing and socially skilled. This is something
you don’t understand at a young age. You have
to practice to achieve what is needed.

I have chosen to work from the point of view that
most of what I do can be corrected and improved
upon. You have to be a bit aware and consider
that you are most often not right. Not the most
positive outlook on life, but realistic. Everything
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is about getting something that works... If it
works, there is no point in fixing it. It is also
important to know where you won’t feel as if you
belong. I don’t identify with... people who would
have prevented me from achieving my goals. I
am well aware of not really being one of the most
socially skilled or outgoing people. I know I'm
not the most fun person to be with. That’s why I
don’t like people who are very like me. The
people I hang around now are pretty bright. I
think they are cool dudes who I like being with,
feeling little resistance when I’'m with them, and
they bring out the best in me. I want people who
are different but with similar interests and things.
I find it easy to talk to them, and in that way, find
a sense of belonging. I want to meet new
people... yes... it seems like it’s through new
people you manage to develop further.

Now I have quite a few qualifications helping me
to integrate into a new environment. Throughout
the last three years, I have learned what it means
to be part of something. I know very well what it
means. The only difference is your attitude,
which is easy to change. At the same time, it is
ridiculously easy to feel sorry for yourself and
take on a position as a victim. I have been
depressive a lot, but it is... in fact, a condition of
the mind you’ve put yourself in because of
feeling like a victim... That’s how I choose to
look at it. I don’t believe in depression. In social
settings, you cannot just take... You have to
contribute to the community. In order for me to
feel togetherness with a person, I have to include
myself... You have to hang out with that person,
whether it is to go on a bender or play
PlayStation and smoke together. You’ve got to
suggest cool stuff. Life is often a long, boring
affair, so it’s all about making the best of it.

I really don’t like to be such a sponger on
society. What I receive, I will, at some stage,
give back. I would like to be of use to people and
able to pay my bills and do administrative tasks,
which is part of life, actually. Everything could
have been better, but you learn to be content with
what you have. Why shouldn’t you be content
with how your life is? Everything is relative
anyway so... No, actually there are small things,
you know... I’'m fed up to the teeth with waiting

for simple stuff—not about belonging, but small
irritating bureaucratic things—that’s all.

One sub-plot in Evan’s narrative is to understand
how he experiences the workings of the world around
him, both the close and the more distant world. Two
other sub-plots are knowledge of what is required to
integrate and to control himself by setting realistic
goals. The main plot, you have to realize that you have
problems and try to do something about them, is
related to recognizing his problems in relation to how
the world functions, and as best as he can manage, to
try to adapt to the rules in areas of life he is, or wants to
be, part of. Evan stated that he had broken off
relationships that did not contribute to the creation of
constructive forces within him, including relationships
with his family and with the environment is which he
grew up. His use of expressions, such as the statements
that it is “ridiculously simple to change your focus”
and that one should not “take on a victim position,”
may be viewed as expressions of strong normative
engagement. Evan uses the term “realistic” about
strategies that help him to achieve what he wants and
to realize how the world works. Evan conveyed the
perspective that individuals have the main responsi-
bility to find a suitable place in society. To a large
degree, he emphasizes peoples’ abilities to use self-
reflection to discover which values and objectives they
consider important to reach for in life. Whether or not
an individual has the opportunity to use this ability
depends on whether one’s goals are realistic or not.

Discussion

In their narratives, Anders and Evan presented differ-
ent experiences and descriptions of their own and
others’ contributions to their sense of community
belonging. In the following, we will discuss how the
two young men describe their opportunities for
community belonging in relation to how they nego-
tiate meaning of their past experiences and structural
barriers. We will also reflect on implications that the
young persons’ descriptions might have for the
professional work of supporting young adults with
co-occurring problems in achieving a sense of
belonging.
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Negotiating Future Opportunities in Light of Past
Experiences

The two narratives differed in their emphasis on the
individual’s responsibility to acquire a sense of
belonging. Both Anders and Evan realized that their
dissatisfaction with their situations could color their
perceptions of the world. However, they imparted
differing perspectives regarding whether the reasons
for their dissatisfaction were legitimate and whether
society ought to consider impactful experiences in
adolescence when forming opportunities for
belonging.

Honneth emphasizes that people are dependent on
receiving different forms of recognition to fulfill their
potential [22]. Recognition is considered as a neces-
sary condition to develop a positive relationship with
oneself, which is seen as decisive for one’s capacity to
assert oneself in modern society. Honneth links social
resistance to a need for recognition that is not being
met. Different actors in society may contribute to a
lack of agency and experiences of alienation when
they do not recognize the value of the individual.
Honneth’s types of recognition point to different
spheres in society and arenas where such violations
may occur.

Anders’s exercise agency in relationships to
achieve a sense of community belonging may be
linked to the fact that he will not let go of his childhood
experiences of not being understood and met with
recognition. This form of misrecognition can be
derived from the cultural sphere of society and
value-hierarchy that awards people unequal levels of
status based on a valuation of their particular skills and
traits [22]. This is also the case when Anders
experienced stigmatization while encountering other
citizens, he experienced a lack of social acceptance.
Lack of such recognition will generally make it harder
for a person to value her or his own qualities and
accomplishments. Hanne Thommesen’s [40] study of
young adults with co-occurring problems supports
this:

A consistent characteristic of these young peo-
ple’s stories is that they have problems defining
themselves and envisioning a meaningful future.
It appears they have problems believing that
there is a place for them in society and that their
existence matters. They all express a strong wish
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to contribute to society, but at the same time say
that in the course of their lives they have had
ample evidence that what they have to offer is
not seen as valuable. (p. 99) (our translation).

Anders had no higher education, and it was his
experience that many people around him thought he
should acquire more skills to increase his job oppor-
tunities. He found that education was the norm in
society. He was also offered a work training
scheme that did not help him “to feel like you belong
in society in a normal way”. Anders suggested that
society should compensate for the unfairness that
‘outsiders’ have encountered by providing services
that offer more generous job opportunities and offer
more than ‘slave pay’.

The justice sphere of recognition comprises soci-
ety’s more anonymous and abstract signs of social
respect. The modern justice system is developed to
handle universal or common characteristics. Accord-
ing to Honneth, such universal respect contributes to
the development of self-respect and the opportunity to
set goals for one’s own life. Anders argues that all
people need to be treated equally. He has experiences
of not being listened to. This serves as a reminder of
this recognition sphere.

Honneth noted that human beings must receive
recognition through emotional ties to primary persons
to trust their own needs, impulses and perceptions
[22]. Different studies have pointed to the notion that
not having been valued by adults while growing up
contributes to marginalization and issues with finding
one’s place in society [14]. Neither Anders nor Evan
emphasized close relationships in adolescence during
the interviews. Anders, however, explained that hip-
hop artists’ critical views of society had resulted from
a lack of love in their lives. Evan mentioned that he
had problematic family relations, but he did not want
to expand any further because, in his view, it was of
little constructive value. Evan’s narrative left no room
for self-pity. Although an explicit desire for recogni-
tion was not a central element of his narrative of his
search for community belonging, he noted the impor-
tance of being useful; this could be understood as a
wish for social recognition. However, this also indi-
cates that Evan wished to gain approval by deserving
it, rather than by setting demands. He seems to
emphasize the need to change and adapt to the
demands of social life.
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Evan emphasized that it was largely up to him to
experience community belonging. However, he
explained that it is important to have access to social
environments to achieve this. The research literature
points out that being in a new social environment and
adopting new cultural norms may be one of the biggest
barriers when changing substance use habits. In
particular, this applies to individuals who have been
socialized to reject society’s ideals of conformity
[41, 42]. Thommesen [40] describes young adults with
co-occurring problems who, like Anders, find it
necessary to break with old friends and their past in
order to become part of society. This process is
described as lonely and a denial of the past (p. 67).
Evan’s narrative, however, could be considered to
support the view that an individual’s abilities to
creatively seek and focus on future opportunities
contribute to aspect of their own agency [43]. This can,
to a certain extent, override old habits that influence
thoughts and behavior [26]. Therefore, the ability to
find and, if needed, get help to seek out a future path
that is both possible and desirable is an important
resource on the road to finding a sense of community
belonging. Separating from a problematic past
becomes easier when one finds something to value
and attempt to achieve [44]. Evan emphasized that, in
the search for a possible future path, one must use what
one already has as a starting point and then see what
one may achieve using this resource. Anders, on the
other hand, seemed to have difficulty accepting this
idea.

The two narratives emphasize a possible path to
achieve community belonging in the future. Creating
such a path should therefore be a central task in health
and social services. Anders’ narrative suggests that his
future prospects may improve if he is met with interest
and recognition. Honneth’s recognition theory offers
some direction regarding ways that professionals can
contribute to meeting young adults’ needs for recog-
nition [45-47]. Numerous studies demonstrate that
young adults in marginal positions need to be met with
respect and recognition and to experience that some-
one is there to support them [for example 4, 14, 45].
The key importance of recognition is also supported
by the literature on people with mental health and
substance use problems, which emphasizes building a
positive identity outside one’s problems in order to
achieve a meaningful social connection [47, 49].
Getting help to create a self-narrative based on valuing

personal characteristics is one way to support this goal
[27, 50, 51].

Based on Evan’s narrative, the role of professionals
is first and foremost to help young adults to have a
realistic understanding of themselves in relation to
how society works and to have realistic expectations
of life in line with this understanding. However, one
can ask whether such a strategy involves letting young
people expect too little from their lives [51, 52].

Negotiating Belonging When Facing Structural
Barriers

Both Anders and Evan felt they were not in a position
to change the structural conditions that limited their
opportunity to experience community belonging, and
each of them dealt with the situation in a different way.

Anders pointed to the idea that the ruling economic
system is an enemy that is impossible to beat. His
resistance is toward the lack of understanding and
value granted by society to ‘outsiders’ like him.
Anders’ dilemma was reflected by his resistance to
society from the position of an underdog, which
undermined any opportunities for him to make it in
social life. Even if Anders related actively to society
by protesting against the conditions he saw as unfair,
he would still have little power to change these
conditions. The authorities that represented and sup-
ported this system further contributed to his feelings of
being left out (i.e., on the outside). This included
professionals and others who had the responsibility to
help him and encourage his feelings of inclusion and
belonging.

The ruling economic system, as Anders described
it, is strongly affiliated with neoliberalism. In this
system, market forces rule the development of society
to the largest possible extent, forcing the individual to
fall into line [28]. Welfare services are also integral
parts of neoliberalism [35]. Previous studies have
described a therapeutic culture as common in health
and social services and society in general. Such a
culture contributes to creating self-disciplined,
responsible, and efficient people. The individual is
expected by society to view her/himself through
psychological prisms, and then learn to control any
emotional or physical problems [34, 53, 54].

The realism that Evan described as necessary to
achieve a desired place in society could be said to
precisely reflect the prevailing societal norms. There
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are references to a therapeutic culture present in
Evan’s emphasis on self-reflection. In his interviews,
he used psychoanalytical terms [55], for example
“project your insecurity”. Evan also claimed that
depression can be overcome by the power of thought.
The idea of self-adequacy can be linked to neoliber-
alism, which emphasizes free-market competition and
the individual’s competent participation in the market.
Social participation thus becomes competition-based,
and requires individuals to be responsible in their
choices for such competition. Evan’s support of
Darwinian “survival of the fittest” runs parallel to
some neoliberalist thoughts. The mechanisms of the
market represent a sort of ‘natural social order’. Moral
virtue is linked to a person’s ability to be a competent
participant in the market. Individuals are responsible
for their own ‘free choices’, and demanding assistance
from the state when mistakes are made testifies to
failing personal development and morals. Neoliberal-
ism emphasizes the freedom of the competent, rather
than traditional liberal demands for democracy,
human rights, and equal freedom [28]. Neoliberalism
does not have space for the ‘romantic’ or ‘idealistic’
demands that one might accuse Honneth’s recognition
theory of having. One must try, according to one’s
abilities, to adapt to current norms and rules; that is the
reality. Resisting, as Anders did, could be seen as
naive and useless.

The two narratives are similar in that they both
describe young adults who must deal with certain
mechanisms creating inequality in order to find a sense
of community belonging. This raises questions regard-
ing how service providers relate to such mechanisms
and what kinds of knowledge they may have about
these mechanisms [51, 56, 57]. The mechanisms can
be expressed as practices within health and social
services, and they often become implicit parts of
service providers’ bases for evaluation [35, 58, 59].
Waldegrave [60] argued that practitioners and politi-
cians often sweep challenges linked to social differ-
ences under the carpet by making people satisfied with
the status quo rather than addressing underlying
causes. The professionals may not be able to alter
the economic system, but yet they need to possess
knowledge of systems and rights to become ‘lawyers’
for young adult service-users. The exercise of such a
role may represent an important recognition regarding
practice [61].
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Limitations and Strengths

A narrative analysis enabled rich descriptions of the
two participants’ experiences and their places in
society. The analysis provided a more complex picture
of the dilemmas faced by each individual in relation to
their strategies for creating a sense of belonging in
society, compared to more traditional methods of
qualitative thematic analysis.

As with any other qualitative study, several issues
affect the transferability of the results. Just as impor-
tant as transferability is how the narrative approach
inspires reflections on highlighting various perspec-
tives. The decision not to focus on the co-occurring
problems and psychiatric diagnoses in the interviews
with the young adults can make it difficult to relate the
results to specific co-occurring problems. The two
participants were male. Female participants could
have highlighted other factors that could improve their
life situation [62]. The participants were in their early
20 s. This is a period of life when a number of changes
take place, such as moral development [63]. Older
participants would probably have led to different
results. The participants grew up and lived in a ‘rich’
municipality with generally high material and social
life expectations among the citizens. An upbringing in
a more deprived area could have resulted in other
narratives. Despite the fact that the results may be
conditioned in various ways, they also address moral
tension that other marginalized young adults can relate
to [4, 15, 64]. The results allow for a deeper
understanding of moral issues.

The interviewer may have been viewed as a
representative of ‘mainstream’ society by the partic-
ipants. This may have led them to distance themselves
from ‘subcultural values’ or create a defense of such
values. However, narratives that relate to presumed
dominant societal values and norms could shed light
on the answer to the present research question.

Conclusions

The two narratives offered a normative engagement
from two different perspectives: (1) Anders wished to
be seen and understood in relation to his marginal
position, whereas (2) Evan did not, in any way, wish to
be seen as a victim. Both positions may find support
amongst other young adults with co-occurring
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problems, society in general, health and social
services, researchers, and normative theories. This
underlines that values are at stake.

The manner in which health and social services
related to the normative tension expressed by the two
narratives, could be crucial in understanding and
finding solutions to the challenges faced by young
adults with co-occurring problems that are seeking to
avoid experiences of being outsiders. In order to
support young adults in marginalised situations in
relation to identity questions and finding their place in
society, service providers’ understanding of situations
can be of crucial importance to how the young adults
understand ‘being outsiders’, how they create their
own self-narrative, and which direction they may
choose to follow in their lives. Normative experiences
and reasonings among young persons that are not
taken seriously by professionals may become barriers
to supporting young adults to experience belonging.
The present article shows that young adults with co-
occurring problems should be offered support to
position and negotiate their experiences into a larger
social context. This implies that professionals should
not only look for pragmatic solutions to promote sense
of community belonging. Rights and social justice
perspectives should also be in their toolbox.
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