Framework for Understanding Adultism

(Source: Visions, Inc. and Camino & Associates, Inc.)

Dysfunctional Rescuing means helping young people on the assumption that they cannot help themselves or helping youth in such a way that limits their ability to help themselves.  The result is that young people are ultimately set up to fail.

Youth are not given the chance to make important decisions or to take on legitimate responsibilities under the assumption that they are “just kids” or because it is “too hard to keep them on track.”

Blaming the Victim means attributing the behavioral problems of young people solely to the youth themselves, without considering that many young people have grown up in poverty, in dangerous neighborhoods, in inferior schools, and among adults who don’t care about them.  The result is that young people don’t get the adult support that they need.

Adults “give up” on youth with behavioral problems because “they just don’t want to act right” or because “they don’t deserve help until they help themselves.”

Avoidance of Contact indicates the lack of regular social or professional contact with young people and the lack of effort to learn about youth and the environments in which they live.  The result is that adults create programs based on their own needs, not on the needs and interests of young people.

Adults say that “they just don’t understand youth,” but don’t seek out information on young people and don’t ask youth for their ideas, preferences or interests.

Denial of Cultural Differences a form of Adultism, is often motivated by egalitarian ideals because it involves “age-blind” or “color-blind” approaches.  Age and cultural differences are assumed to be merely superficial.  The consequence is that young people are denied the opportunity to bring their own beliefs, skills, or lifestyles into settings.

Adults either treat youth “just like adults” not respecting the fact that youth are still children in some respects (in terms of their overall development and experience) and/or adults treat youth “just like children” not respecting that youth do have some adult attributes.

Denial of the Political Significance of Adultism indicates a lack of understanding or denial of the social, political, and economic realities of young people.  It also involves discounting the fact that young people are not treated “as equals” or “as real people” in many of the settings where they live on a daily basis.

An adult gets frustrated with a young person and says, “I give him all the chances in the world to act responsibly, but still he screws up,” but does not acknowledge that other adults treat the same youth as a “child.”

Note: This framework can be used to understand other “-isms” such as racism, classism, homophobia and sexism.

