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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

The capacity to aspire is understood as the capacity to identify and
navigate pathways to realise personal ideas of the good life. The
constrained capacity to aspire of poor people inhibits their ability
to change their circumstances. The questions at the heart of this
paper are whether local government plays a role in the
development of this capacity and how. We examined these
questions through interviews with over 50 young people in a rural
municipality in Colombia, where particular development-related
strategies are implemented, and found that local government can
strengthen the capacity to aspire by creating spaces of
participation and assisting access to higher education. However,
corruption, unsustainability, discontinuity of programmes, and the
disregard of youth preferences constitute hindrances to the
capacity to aspire that originate from government action as well.
This discussion is developed around the notions of conversion
factors, practical reasoning, terms of recognition, and human
agency. The paper concludes that the capacity to aspire can be
developed by including youth voices in policy planning, which
would initiate new levels of interaction with the government that
could further change the terms of recognition, and by adopting a
political discourse that takes the capacity to aspire seriously.
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Introduction
In Colombia, rural young people have rightly perceived that rural life lacks opportunities
for their social mobility (Martínez-Restrepo, Pertuz, and Ramírez 2016). Speciﬁcally, the
rural inhabitants of the Caribbean Region have struggled with little access to capitals,
remoteness, corruption, and inadequate responses to environmental hazards, which
have perpetuated the disadvantage and social exclusion of its population. An example
of this is the situation of Suan, Atlántico, Colombia, our case study. This rural municipality
has a total population of 8,864 inhabitants, where 96.14% of the households do not have
formal jobs, and 8,116 inhabitants are multidimensionally poor (Prosperidad Social 2017).
Nonetheless, over the last few years several positive initiatives have been carried out in
Suan in order to tackle problematic practices and phenomena among young people, such
as the inappropriate use of free time, high rates of teenage pregnancy, and the
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consumption of drugs. Although these problems are not speciﬁc to this context, the work
of the local government in only a few years, embodied in the creation of diverse programmes and initiatives for youth development, seems to be extraordinary for a remote
rural town. For instance, the Coordination of Youth (Coordinación de Juventud) in
Suan was created in response to the national Law 1622 of 2013 (Ley 1622 de 2013)
with the purpose of promoting the development, participation, and inclusion of young
people. Moreover, with the intention of supporting entrepreneurship and education,
numerous programmes have been extended to include Suan by government agreements.
By way of example, the Regional Center for Higher Education (Centro Regional de Educación Superior, CERES) has brought technical courses and programmes of study to the
town, and in 2015 the departmental government built the infrastructure of the University
of the South (Universidad del Sur).
In developing countries, it is not usual to ﬁnd small rural towns with infrastructure and
programmes for higher education not limited to agricultural domains. The fact that Suan
has developed these opportunities for its inhabitants is an outstanding eﬀort in the context
of Colombia and the Caribbean. Nevertheless, the number of young Suaneros that have
enrolled in or applied for the available educational programmes has been low. In 2016
only 5% of young people entered higher education (Alcaldía de Suan 2016). In this
regard, a young councilman explains that the lack of experience (contacts, encounters,
and knowledge) has shaped a pessimistic mindset among young people.1 Indeed, identities
and narratives that overlook opportunities for achieving aspirations are being reproduced.
Considering that young people’s agency is aﬀected in complex ways by their social context
(DeJaeghere, McCleary, and Josić 2016), we looked at the conditions that can explain youth
behaviour and narratives in this particular context. In this sense, departing from the conversion factors created by the local government’s action, we attempt to demonstrate that local
government can create, maintain, and disrupt conditions that neglect young people’s capacity
to aspire (Appadurai 2004). For this purpose, we rely on notions such as practical reasoning
(Austin 2018), terms of recognition (Appadurai 2004), and human agency—as the actors’ temporally constructed engagement—(Emirbayer and Mische 1998).
Analysing the intersection of these concepts in a remote rural town with such development-related programmes in the context of Latin America and the Caribbean is, as far as
we know, a novel and exceptional work. In the human development literature, we can ﬁnd
studies on aspirations and youth in Africa and Europe (Hart 2016; Krause, Chapman, and
DeJaeghere 2013; Mkwananzi 2019; Walker 2018); therefore, we seek to contribute to that
academic discussion with this research in the region of Latin America and the Caribbean.
We have organised the paper as follows: First, the methodology of the research is brieﬂy
presented. Subsequently, the notion of the capacity to aspire is elucidated. This is followed
by a discussion of the aspirational capacity of young people in the municipality of Suan. In
the next section, the factors of government action that constitute hindrances to the
capacity to aspire of the youth are analysed, followed by an overview of government
actions that promote rural youth’s capacity to aspire. A ﬁnal section concludes.

Methodology and Data
This research is based on focus group discussions with 48 participants and interviews with
6 young people that took place in 2017.2 In total, 7 focus groups were conducted: 2 focus
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groups of 7 participants, 2 focus groups of 5 participants, and 3 focus groups of 8 participants. The ﬁnal sample is shown in Table 1. The time for discussion in each focus group
was around two hours; the individual interviews lasted, on average, one hour.
The individual interviews were carried out because it was important to have individual
accounts of speciﬁc proﬁles that had low representation in the focus groups (e.g. people
dedicated to farming activities). Therefore, we carried out a purposive sampling in
which people with these proﬁles were identiﬁed through conversations with locals and
were invited to participate. We considered it relevant to have more insights from men,
who had a lower participation in the focus groups than women. Individuals were
sampled according to their relevance to the research objectives (Palys 2008). The rationale
for individually interviewing only 6 people was that we reached data saturation with their
responses, which complemented the data collected through the group discussions.
Participants in this research were men and women between 16 and 28 years old with distinct occupations, as shown in Figure 1. When deciding the age range of participants, we ﬁrst
followed Colombia’s parameters of who are “young”. As stated by Law 1622 of 2013 (Ley 1622
de 2013), in Colombia, young people are those who are between the ages of 14 and 28. Despite
this information, the starting age in the range adopted in the study was 16, because, according
to the Ministerio de Educación Nacional (2010) (Ministry of Education), this is the age at
which young people should be studying the last year of high school. Therefore, our aim
was to capture the aspirations and perceptions of those who were on the edge of starting a
new phase of their life. We decided to keep the age range up to 28, so as to gather the perceptions of those who have passed through or should have passed through higher education and
have experienced the constraints of living longer in a rural town.
Participants were asked about their practices, the value they place on participation, and
the diﬀerences they see between the youngsters who go to university, have good jobs, and
succeed, and those who do not. They were asked about their aspirations, their backgrounds, the nature and origin of their aspirations, their perception of a “good life”,
and the opportunities and constraints they have found in realising their aspirations.
They were also invited to reﬂect on their choice of lifestyle, the role of local government
in helping them to imagine and achieve a better life, and their perceptions about government actions and programmes.
Six themes were created in the data analysis: aspirations, origin of aspirations, limits on
the capacity to aspire, boosters of the capacity to aspire, factors that generate changes in
motivation, and suitability of government programmes. The arguments made in this text
are based on the examination of this primary data.

Elucidating the Capacity to Aspire
Arjun Appadurai (2004) referred to the capacity to aspire as a navigational capacity, that
is, the capacity to conceive and navigate the map of life towards aspirations. He suggests
Table 1. Sample of participants.
Participants
Focus groups
Individual interviews
Total

Female

Male

Total

31
2
33

17
4
21

48
6
54
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Figure 1. Absolute frequency of occupations of participants.

that the map includes a combination of nodes and pathways. As in every map, lines in the
life map are drawn connecting diﬀerent points (nodes) until the ﬁnal destination is
reached, here understood as the aspiration itself. The lines represent the pathways
people can follow while navigating, and navigation involves the acknowledgment of the
destination and the points individuals must cross along the road (Parker et al. 2013).
The map also contains coordinates that guide people’s life navigation. Even in moments
when pathways are blurred, these mental coordinates help individuals to locate what
they are following. Coordinates may be images people have about diﬀerent lifestyles,
which are determined by diverse elements such as close role models, previous experiences,
the mirror eﬀect (i.e. people reﬂecting their relatives but not necessarily wanting to be like
them), or even by broader factors such as the tendencies brought by globalisation.
Navigation relies on the experiences and existing resources of the individuals and their
sociocultural group (Parker et al. 2013; Silva, Loboda, and Strong 2018). The tools to draw
the map needed to navigate life are culturally embedded. Following the interpretive tradition of Max Weber and Cliﬀord Geertz, we consider culture to be “the pattern of meanings embodied in symbolic forms, including actions, utterances and meaningful objects of
various kinds, by virtue of which individuals communicate with one another and share
their experiences, conceptions and beliefs” (Thompson 1990, 132). It is these experiences,
conceptions, and beliefs that allow young people to sketch imaginary lines on their mental
map. Similarly, Ray (2002, 2006) has stated that aspirations are constructed and located
within a spatial and social window that he calls an “aspirations window”. In this sense,
young people draw their aspirations based on the lives, achievements and ideals of
similar individuals. Drawing on Ray’s work, Silva, Loboda, and Strong (2018) correctly
situate the capacity to aspire within an aspirations window: the wider the aspirations
window, the stronger the capacity to aspire.
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Furthermore, Rao and Walton (2004) refer to the capacity to aspire as the ability to
envision the future and to shape it by inﬂuencing groups, the government, and other
factors in their environment. According to Silva, Loboda, and Strong (2018), this involves
three abilities: First, to visualise opportunities and alternative conditions for a better life;
second, to identify and plan action towards these aspirations; and third, to take concrete
action to achieve the aspired future. Therefore, for the analysis of the capacity to aspire, it
is important to consider how it relates to the terms of recognition (Appadurai 2004),
human agency (Emirbayer and Mische 1998) and practical reasoning (Austin 2018).
Terms of Recognition that Hinder the Capacity to Aspire
Appadurai (2004, 66) refers to the terms of recognition as the adverse conditions under
which the poor, and, by extension, the marginalised, negotiate the “norms that frame
their social lives”. As a result of certain conﬁgurations of power, the poor face detrimental
terms of recognition that inhibit the development of their capacity to aspire, their voice,
and inﬂuence (Rao and Walton 2004).
Poverty is understood here as “a failure caused by bottlenecks in access to capitals” (De
Haan and Zoomers 2005, 33). As Mosse (2010) suggests, poverty is an eﬀect of social
relations that denies to poor people the experiences, contacts, and transactions through
which the capacity to aspire is gained and spread. Those unequal relationships that structure society create unfavourable terms of recognition for the poor and marginalise them.
On this matter, Ferguson et al. (1990) aﬃrm that marginalisation is a complex process in
which some are privileged over others; a process that is perpetuated by the favoured and
can be internalised by the marginalised. Even so, Appadurai (2004) states that a developed
capacity to aspire will help the poor in changing their terms of recognition, and in doing
so, it is important to create cultural forms of organisation of their own, and frequently
move and gain space in the public debate.
Human Agency in the Interplay of Imagination, Judgement and Habit
To develop our understanding of the capacity to aspire, we draw on the notion of human
agency by Emirbayer and Mische (1998, 963), who deﬁne it as
the temporally constructed engagement by actors of diﬀerent structural environments —the
temporal-relational contexts of action—which, through the interplay of habit, imagination,
and judgment, both reproduces and transforms those structures in interactive response to
the problems posed by changing historical situations.

In this regard, young people’s engagement in changing the terms of recognition and
moving out of poverty would implicate “an aspirational component that is forward
looking (imagination), which ﬁnds concrete operationalisation through a practical-evaluative component (individual judgement) that is further shaped by habits and social norms
often inducing people to follow established routines (iteration)” (Ingelaere et al. 2018,
278). The aspirational component, in particular, will be essential for a capacity to aspire
that implies people engaging in creating a desired future. Nonetheless, Emirbayer and
Mische (1998) suggest that people are not equally projective, practical-evaluative, and
iterational; this explains why in any given time, place or person, one of the three
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aspects may predominate, and one action could be more committed to the past, the
present, or the future.
Practical Reasoning to Imagine and Achieve Realistic Futures
Austin (2018) presents practical reasoning as an activation factor that is crucial to transform a capability3 into an achieved functioning4, since the choice of particular functionings from the capability set is guided by practical reasoning.
The capacity to aspire and practical reasoning are related, as long as the former “involve
[s] the ability to choose between alternative options and overcome structural barriers in
order to use existing capabilities as a means to acquire others” (Silva, Loboda, and
Strong 2018, 44). This capacity can give meaning, substance, and sustainability to capabilities (Appadurai 2004), which makes it crucial for the enlargement of capabilities—a
concern of human development. However, the exercise of the capacity to aspire will be
inﬂuenced by practical reasoning, “an internal, value-based constraint on what an individual can imagine as a realistic opportunity for herself” (Austin 2018, 30). For instance, for
the aspirational capacity to serve young people in the disruption of traditional processes in
which consensus and norms are produced (Gale and Parker 2015)—such as conventional
local government dynamics—and in the creation of better and diﬀerent futures, practical
reasoning will be needed to deliberate and choose among diﬀerent options.
However, practical reasoning, similarly to functionings, is mediated through conversion factors—i.e. personal (e.g. skills, disabilities, age, gender), social (e.g. public policies,
social norms, institutions) and environmental (e.g. climate, infrastructure) factors
(Crocker and Robeyns 2009)—. This would explain why the poor and marginalised
youth frequently adjust their dreams to what they consider feasible.

The Aspirational Capacity of Rural Youth
Aspirations are forward-looking goals that motivate people’s actions and decisions, partly
determined by location and local public goods (Bernard et al. 2014; Mookherjee, Ray, and
Napel 2010). Appadurai (2004) argues that aspirations can refer to preferences, wants,
choices, and calculations. This concept is multidimensional as long as individuals can
aspire to diﬀerent matters in life such as recognition, dignity, political power, a better standard of living, a certain level of education, or a speciﬁc occupation (Leavy and Smith 2010;
Ray 2002). Participants in this research were asked about their aspirations, through which
they expressed the capabilities that are valuable to them (Conradie and Robeyns 2013).
After analysing their responses, aspirations of young people in Suan could be summed
up as the desire to have a good life. But when asked what a good life is, the responses oscillated between non-material and material approaches, which illustrates Bok’s (2010) statement about the existence of diﬀerent visions of the good life. On the one hand, some
participants explained that a good life meant “feeling God in their hearts”, being independent, being able to be what they want, being happy and comfortable, being at peace with
themselves and others, having a clear conscience, and not having stress or preoccupations.
On the other hand, some youngsters referred to a good life as having a house, a job, a stable
salary, a comfortable living, no scarcities but rather luxuries, a car and a motorcycle, everything their children need, and being able to cover their basic needs.
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Participants demonstrated “the functioning of aspiring through the expression of one
or more aspirations” (Hart 2016, 327). Even so, they aﬃrmed that young people in Suan
usually do not take any action to achieve their aspirations, and highlighted their lack of
determination, enthusiasm, faith, vision, and clarity. This reveals that the navigational
capacity of the youth of Suan is blurred, since their ability to visualise opportunities
and alternatives, to plan and to take concrete action is reduced (Silva, Loboda, and
Strong 2018).
Young people have often adopted a pessimistic and conformist mentality, what some of
them called “mente de pobre” (mentality of the poor). This could be overturned with the
projective and practical evaluative components of agency at play, by which, according to
Emirbayer and Mische (1998, 977), “received structures of thought and action may be
creatively reconﬁgured in relation to actors’ hopes, fears, and desires for the future”,
and habits and alternatives for the future may be discerned in response to their current
situation. But poor people have a shortage of aspirational capacity and a constrained judgement to take action upon their reality. Instead, the iterative component of agency—routines of conduct and habits—tends to dominate among the group. It is here that agency
and the capacity to aspire reveal their connection to culture as patterns of meaning
shared by groups of people:
The truth is that, as my friend said, many of us are high school graduates, because the government gives us the option to study up to that point. Afterwards, for higher education, it
costs a lot; if parents have income, it is used for food and paying the utilities, but they do
not have money for their children’s studies […]. And what remains for us really is to graduate
and work in whatever comes, because we do not have more, we have no resources for
anything.5

Accordingly, a female participant expressed that “poor people do not have the resources
to aspire because they fall short”6. The available cultural, social, and economic resources,
grouped in material and non-material resources, alter the living conditions of these communities and determine their navigational capacity (Appadurai 2004; Bok 2010; Gale and
Parker 2015; Mkwananzi 2019; Parker et al. 2013; Silva, Loboda, and Strong 2018). For
instance, the following passage shows that the absence of economic capital fosters patterns
of thought and undermines their capacity to imagine and create pathways for their
development:
Respondent:
Interviewer:
Respondent:

They [young companions] create the hindrance themselves.
So, do you think that it is about the mentality of each person?
Yes, the mentality. But a mentality that is grounded in reality. Grounded
because of the money; they think of their reality.7

Furthermore, an “intergenerational transmission of aspirations’ failure” (Ibrahim 2011)
is present among the youth in Suan. The past determines habits and routines, at the same
time it inﬂuences their capacity to aspire. This is the path-dependency that shapes one’s
actions. Reﬂections and dispositions that integrate and respond to socially and historically
embedded structures (DeJaeghere 2018) can be acknowledged in this response:
For example, my mom has 6 children. I also have to think about it. There are people, like me,
who do want to get ahead, but when she has 6 children […], and in this case, being a single
mother, it does not depend on me. Those are mistakes that are committed by our parents,
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and that we bear the burden of. If your parents already made the mistakes, it is not that you
limit yourself; that is how things are.8

Overall, young people’s agency tends to be dominated by iteration, which sustains past
patterns and identities of being poor, while the projective and practical-evaluative components are diminished, which aﬀects their capacity to aspire. Young people in Suan
are not able to attain their aspirations and ideas of a good life; hence they do not
achieve the functionings they have reason to value.

Problems with Government Action Regarding Young People’s Capacity to
Aspire
Considering that a pessimist mentality and established habits and routines make young
people overlook opportunities for the future, we look at the role that local government
has had on perpetuating this phenomenon. Some government actions have developed
social conversion factors that constrain young people’s abilities to materialise their aspirations and have also determined adverse terms of recognition that aﬀect their capacity to
aspire. In this sense, as Ribot (2007) suggests, it is important to understand the eﬀects
of government choices and actions with the purpose of identifying the approaches that
can successfully serve the aspirations and developmental objectives of local people.
Corrupt Practices
Corruption constitutes an insidious force that manages to enter every sphere in Suan. For
instance, programmes and formal employment are controlled in the interest of the powerful, which make young people believe that their opportunities depend on the victory of the
party they support. Participants reported that the mayor’s oﬃce handpicks the programmes’ beneﬁciaries and appoints the diﬀerent positions in the city hall, the school,
and the hospital, which are the only sources of formal employment in the town. The
freedom to choose a job and the good life (material and some non-material aspects)
they value is certainly diminished in this context. Moreover, it nourishes pessimism and
fatalism, and negatively impacts on the projective and practical-evaluative components
of agency.
As a result, the powerful are unchallenged. On the other hand, marginalisation “is perpetuated by those whose interests it serves [and] internalised by those who are oppressed
by it” (Ferguson et al. 1990, 9). In this respect, a female participant9 in a focus group
expressed the following:
In this municipality, you see two sides in politics. One pulls to this side and the other to the
other side. […] If this was the side [party] that won, you will get something, but those who
lost do not have the possibility and the opportunity to get ahead.

Although the accounts of participants demonstrate that they are aware of their subordinate position, such a “sense of powerlessness […] lead[s] to greater susceptibility to the
internalisation of the values, beliefs, or rules of the game of the powerful as further adaptive response” (Gaventa 1980, 17). This lack of recognition is a form of oppression that can
distort young people’s acknowledgment of their beings (Taylor 1994). In this sense, institutions (i.e. norms and rules) created by corruption inform thoughts, habits and routines
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of young people, and appear as conversion factors that condition their practical reasoning
and capacity to aspire, given that “fundamental value commitments that will shape [their]
trajectory” are negatively aﬀected (Austin 2018, 33).
Corruption deepen the unbalanced distribution of the capacity to aspire by putting
obstacles for the achievement of functionings and aspirations. But rather than surrendering to disillusionment, young people should ﬁnd ways to deal with this disadvantage
(Krause, Chapman, and DeJaeghere 2013).
Unsustainability/Discontinuity of Programs
Well planned government programmes could be proper conversion factors to facilitate the
realisation of capabilities. However, in Suan we found complaints about the programmes
and a shared vision of their limited eﬀects for human development.
First, young people do not receive training on how to make the resources that are available to them through aid programmes productive and durable. In this sense, one male participant10 expressed the following:
Sometimes these programs are poorly focused. The solution is not to give money to people,
but to teach them how to be productive. Sometimes people get the money and do not know
what to do: they set up a business and two days later, a week later, a month later, they have
nothing. The issue is how to train these people to be productive, to be entrepreneurs.

In this regard, Wolﬀ and De-Shalit (2007, 135) suggest that “lack of money is a corrosive disadvantage”. That is, lack of money is a disadvantage that has negative eﬀects on
other functionings. In this case, the functioning of having a good life or being a successful
entrepreneur. Nonetheless, Wolﬀ and De-Shalit (2007, 149) also aﬃrm that “adding
money is not always the way to rectify the corrosive disadvantage of lacking it”. In
Suan we observe that young people may receive money through programmes, but this
is not necessarily helping them to improve their lives. In addition, negative experiences
with these programmes result in the failure of aspirations (Ray 2006). This makes them
believe that favourable opportunities and paths to create a better future do not exist,
which perpetuates existing habits and routines.
Second, some courses and programmes seem not to have the expected continuity. A
female participant11 said that some training programmes that come to the town are discontinued after a certain time:
There are courses that are opened here. People get excited, but after a month the institution
terminates classes for no reason.

Thereby, the dynamic and scope of programs developed in Suan aﬀect their own sustainability and success. Access to capitals is also hindered, thus perpetuating poverty and a
vague practical reasoning that constrains future trajectories. As Austin (2018, 33) claims:
inequalities in socio-economic, human and cultural capital are likely to lead to unequal
capacity for sound practical reasoning, resulting in inequalities in capability and functioning
in early life stages, with potentially life-long consequences for the individual, as well as intergenerational consequences for social mobility.

These inequalities of capitals privilege a part of the society (e.g. urban youth) over the
youth in Suan. As such, the Suaneros are marginalised and inhibited from opportunities to
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choose and to act, i.e. capabilities (Nussbaum 2011). Consequently, this restriction of
capabilities results in “reduced capacities to identify aspirational nodes and […] to navigate between these” (Gale and Parker 2015, 91).
Disregarding the Preferences of Rural Youth
It has been acknowledged that governments should consider the aspirations of the community in order to understand inequality and the actions to be taken (Gale and Parker
2015). Nevertheless, in the case of Suan, a female participant12 claimed that the government is carrying out programmes that do not match youth preferences:
Now the city hall is implementing programs, in agreements with SENA and other institutions, to give us the option to study courses. But there are young people who do not get
involved, because, for example, if they open a course that is not what I want to study,
then I will not enrol. I have to wait until that option comes, so I can say “yes, that is the
one I like”. There are others who do it simply because it is free, but in the end, they never
decide what they want to study.

This situation reveals how young people’s agency is inﬂuenced by their environment.
Following the idea of Emirbayer and Mische (1998), some of them decide to study
because they evaluate their current situation in relation to the diﬀerent options of
action, so the practical-evaluative element predominates in their decisions. Others
decide not to enrol because the programmes do not match their desires and preferences
for the future. But typiﬁcations, principles, repertoires, and social narratives constitute
elements that deﬁne their projection and judgement, and make them adapt their preferences. This can be evidenced in the following reﬂection:
Young people are choosing the easiest thing: joining the army, and driving motocarro or bicicoche13, which is common here in the village. Some have their little lands, so they go to clean
them; others take diﬀerent paths, such as stealing or drugs. But it is because the opportunities
are not available.14

Little inclusion of youth voices in the governmental planning results in programmes that do
not respond to youth wants, which negatively impact on their choices, thereby making them
adapt their preferences. These problems with responsiveness in the town reﬂect the unfavourable terms of recognition that create an adverse social environment of misdirected policies
inﬂuencing “what type of future people ﬁnd desirable (e.g. wants and preferences), and also
what type of future they believe is possible (e.g. expectations and feasibility assessments)”
(Silva, Loboda, and Strong 2018, 44). In that way, government actions create conversion
factors that have a signiﬁcant impact, leading young people to start adjusting their desires
and plans for the future to what they believe is feasible.
Local government in Suan seems not to be using their familiarity with local knowledge
to include the voices of the poor in their work (Patel 2009). Consequently, as Mkwananzi
(2019) suggests, policies and power relations should be deconstructed to respond to the
current challenges and needs of these communities.

Government Actions that Promote Rural Youth’s Capacity to Aspire
The state can play a key role in reducing inequalities, by initiating changes in the terms of
recognition or responding to pressures from below (Rao and Walton 2004). In particular,
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local government can promote the development of capabilities and aspirations, as well as
the potential and faculties of the human mind (Pike, Rodríguez-Pose, and Tomaney 2007)
by creating diﬀerent conversion conditions.
For this reason, participants were asked about their perspective on the government’s
performance in helping them to achieve the good life they aspire to. Two main actions
were identiﬁed as beneﬁcial: a) the government has made eﬀorts to increase access to education in the municipality, and b) the government has promoted participation schemes
through the creation of the Coordination of the Youth and the Youth Platform (Plataforma de Juventud). These actions have been crucial in supplying the tools to young
people, so that they can draw clearer life maps and navigate them. These government policies have structurally expanded what Ingelaere et al. (2018) have called “action space” in
the context of migration, urbanisation, and poverty reduction policies.
Strategies to Increase Access to Education
Over the last few years, new educational agreements and programmes with organisations
such as CERES, the Learning National Service (SENA), and the University of the South
have developed as conversion factors with a positive impact on young Suaneros’ opportunities to access education.
These conversion factors have been signiﬁcant for the achievement of some young
people’s aspirations. Take Sandry, the Coordinator of the Youth in Suan. She expressed
that she wanted to study, and through a government programme, she had received
support to study Finance and International Relations in Barranquilla15, but after six semesters she dropped out because the agreement was over, and the next government did not
continue the programme. She thus faced a big stumbling block related to the discontinuity
of programmes. Then, when her grandmother died, she had to work as a maid in Barranquilla for a few months. Nevertheless, the knowledge and skills she had acquired and
developed through education nurtured the imagination of alternative futures (DeJaeghere
2018; Mkwananzi 2019). Due to the fact that she had already started a history as a youth
leader in Suan when, along with others, boosted the establishment of the Youth Council,
she returned to the town, became a social manager, and enrolled in the public administration’s programme of the Escuela Superior de Administración Pública (Higher School
of Public Administration) in Suan. She found the conditions through government’s educational initiatives to do what she values—namely, studying—, and has used her practical
reasoning to choose among options and shape her trajectory.
In spite of the obstacles, she did not give up on her aspirations; on the contrary, she has
achieved them, and horizons have opened for further aspirations (Walker 2018). More
particularly, she said that when she ﬁnishes her studies in public administration, she
plans to do a master’s degree in Governance and State Senior Management, and she
hopes to become the mayor of Suan. In this sense, we claim that her imagination and
desires for the future (projective component of agency) have been pivotal for her trajectory
and the achievement of her aspirations. This can be seen in the following fragment from
her interview:
I have always been motivated, because when my grandmother was sick, she told me that
when she died, I was going to blossom and that I was going to be a professional. And you
won’t believe me, but I am doing everything she told me I would one day. […] I have
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always sought to give more of my life to my career, because that opens opportunities, and I
know that studying […] results in a lot of recognition, and there is more chance that people
trust one and trust the intellect of the person.

This is similar to the ﬁndings of a study of migration in Tanzania, in which Ingelaere
et al. (2018) illustrate how those with high aspirations manage to migrate out of agriculture
(and poverty), contrary to others who have similar types of human or economic capital. In
our case study, it is Sandry who valued a better life. She has considered options in the
midst of her diﬃculties; she has overcome established ideas and habits among young
people and the wider community, and has further worked for the progress of young
people in her town. The story of Sandry is evidence of the direct relationship between
the capacity to aspire and the achievement of aspirations. Indeed, she has become a “coordinate” that guides the navigation of other youngsters in the town.
In addition, it is important to note that some youngsters are motivated to achieve good
academic performance thanks to new strategies that rewards this with ﬁnancial accommodation or waiving of fees:
University at low cost has been good. Before, you had to pay 300,000 pesos each semester;
now, if you have a good grade average, higher than 3.7, you have a low tuition fee. Some
young people put a lot of eﬀort into study, others do not take advantage yet.16

This also shows that although capability achievement starts being more realistic with
these government strategies, many still dismiss the options available (only 5% enrolled
in higher education programmes by 2016). In this regard, we suggest that the constraining
conversion factors created by government actions have played a role in conditioning the
practical reasoning of those who are not taking advantage of these opportunities to deliberate and choose among alternative options for the future.
Creation of the Coordination of the Youth and Youth Platform
The Coordination of the Youth aims to lead young people towards activities that focus
their minds on development-oriented practices. This oﬃce promotes the Youth Platform,
a space where young people participate, encourage leadership and solidarity, motivate
other youngsters, and reﬂect on their dreams and the ways to achieve them. The
freedom to participate has been possible for the social conversion factors embodied by
the conﬁguration of local government decisions and programmes, in response to national
policies.
The activities of the Coordination have been well received by most youngsters. In this
respect, and considering that participation and interaction in groups are considered to be
boosters of the capacity to aspire (Ray 2002), people in the sample were asked about the
importance they give to participating in groups. As a result, some pointed to the importance of these participation spaces for aspirations and development. Concretely, we would
like to draw attention to the contribution of a male participant17:
I think it is quite important what is happening here in Suan, the activities with young people,
because I am seeing more thought, more desire for innovation, more desire for development,
more desire for entrepreneurship. This is generating a development that maybe we are not
seeing now in the municipality, but maybe we will see it later. Certainly, we young people
can become the engine of our municipality. If we are immersed in all the things that are
done here, we can develop opportunities.
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It is positive that groups are promoting the self-recognition of young people as agents of
their own development. Notably, the intervention of this participant shows that social
engagement in group activities has been informed by the projective and practical-evaluative components of agency, which may in turn be nurtured by these new spaces.
In the same way, many youngsters referred to the relevance of participation in group
activities as long as they can learn, change their mindset, encounter new people and
ideas, create new contacts, and become known in the town. These groups widen their
aspirations window because, as Appadurai (2004) and Walker (2018) suggest, in groups
young people may meet or hear about people who have changed their situation and
who are socially mobile, as well as be exposed to wider contacts, norms, and beliefs,
which can encourage them to produce more goals and pathways for their future.
We also found that some participants believe that groups can strengthen the possibility
of talking to the government and holding politicians accountable for their actions. Indeed,
groups can develop their capability to have a voice, which, as Mkwananzi (2019, 215)
aﬃrms, is an “important capability that cuts across all conversion factors in addressing
power structures”. However, the previously mentioned constraining conversion factors
of government programmes and actions demonstrated that youth voices are not eﬃciently
listened to in decision-making; hence, participation in groups is not yet having the desired
eﬀects in relation to the changing of the recognition terms.
The lack of recognition by the powerful endures as a limitation for youth development,
which also perpetuates pessimism and the failure of aspirations. On this matter, Rao and
Walton (2004, 25) aﬃrm that “where groups have little inﬂuence and expressions of voice
remain unheard or evince repression, the incentives for the development and exercise of
[the capacity to aspire] are substantially reduced”.

Concluding Remarks
Suan is a remote and small rural town that has experienced government eﬀorts for youth
development in the last few years. Despite this, young people’s capacity to aspire is weak,
as evidenced by their narratives of pessimism for the future and the predominance of iteration in their agency. In this regard, our ﬁndings demonstrate that local government can
structurally develop social conversion factors that impact on young people’s capacity to
aspire. Although this study does not deny the existence of other categories of conversion
factors in the lives of each young Suanero, we set out to look at those conditions determined by government.
On the one hand, we suggest that corrupt practices, the discontinuity and unsustainability of programmes, and the disregard of young people’s preferences inform the
thoughts, narratives and routines of young people, and aﬀect their practical reasoning
skills to choose among available options for their future. Additionally, these problematic
government actions marginalise young people, by conﬁguring adverse terms of recognition that make them internalise power relations or by fostering inequalities in the
access to capitals.
On the other hand, the endeavour to increase access to education has created conversion factors that have a positive inﬂuence on the realisation of the capabilities valuable to
young people (i.e. aspirations). Likewise, the creation of the Coordination of the Youth
and Youth Platform has facilitated the freedoms to participate and have a voice, and
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expanded the aspirations window of young people, which are crucial in reinforcing the
capacity to aspire. Nevertheless, this positive work is not suﬃcient to improve the navigational capacity of young people, since problems with government actions condition their
practical reasoning in choosing among educational opportunities, and demonstrate that
youth voices are not eﬃciently included in the planning process, which reﬂects the prevalence of adverse terms of recognition.
As a means to address social and material disadvantages, eﬀorts should be made by the
local government to truly recognise the legitimacy of youth aspirations and preferences,
and involve the community in the decision-making process (Gale and Parker 2015;
Patel 2009). Local government should foster a bottom-up approach for the creation and
evaluation of programmes. It is not just about the expansion of spaces for voices to be
heard, but also the inclusion of people’s accounts in municipal planning. Furthermore,
the incorporation of the notion of “the capacity to aspire” in public youth policies and
in political discourses would be a key pragmatic strategy for the promotion of this
capacity. It is important that governments and organisations think in terms of the capacity
to aspire when planning and implementing projects for poverty reduction.
In addition, participation spaces should remain available to young people, so that the
capability to have a voice can be put into practice, social capital can be enhanced, the
aspirations window can be expanded (Mkwananzi 2019), and the share of new patterns
of thoughts, habits and routines can be initiated. Yet, a decisive element for changing
the terms of recognition will be that young people can express what they value and the
injustices they face to a wider audience. As Gale and Parker (2015, 93) argue, “the potential
of poor communities to imagine futures diﬀerent from their pasts is limited when such
imagination is not shared beyond the cultural group”. For instance, problems with programmes and government actions should also be reported to the national authorities in
charge of monitoring and making local government accountable for their actions.
However, conversion factors on a national scale—namely, national policies and formal
and informal institutions—need to be analysed in the future in order to understand
how they relate to local structures and dynamics.
All of this can lead to a gradual cultural change—and thus, to changes in the patterns of
shared meanings—regarding available horizons of possibility with respect to access to
capitals and resources. As the case of Suan shows for similar situations around the
globe, if the capacity to aspire is not developed, young people will not consider their
opportunities to achieve the good life they value.

Notes
1. D. Molina, Interview, 30 June 2017.
2. Individual and group interviews were conducted in Spanish. Fragments presented in the
article have been translated into English.
3. The substantive freedom one has to choose a life one has reason to value (Sen 1999).
4. What a person manages to do or to be in relation to others (Walker 2018), or “an active
realization of one or more capabilities” (Nussbaum 2011, 24–25).
5. Young female, 20 years old, entrepreneur, pregnant.
6. Young female, 26 years old, university student, mother.
7. Young male, 23 years old, higher education student.
8. Young female, 20 years old, high school student.
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9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
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20 years old, unemployed.
28 years old, unemployed.
26 years old, cleaner, mother.
20 years old, entrepreneur.
Motocarro and bicicoche are light delivery vans that work by the propulsion of a motorcycle
or bicycle.
Young male, 26 years old, entrepreneur, father.
Capital city of the Atlántico department.
Young male, 22 years old, technician.
21 years old, technician in construction.
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