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Abstract: This paper is focused around the concept of social exclusion and its underlying factors. Social
exclusion—just as its opposite, social inclusion—is seen as a relationship between an individual’s life
course and society. In modern society, this relationship becomes ever more complex, increasing the
probability of social exclusion. This complexity will be discussed from the viewpoint of socialization of
young people. Education, employment, and citizenship are regarded as fundamental determinants of
social exclusion. This paper constructs a novel theoretical understanding of the phenomenon of social
exclusion and its pedagogical counterforces within the framework of social sustainability through
philosophical conceptual analysis. The problem field is based on the example of Finland, where social
exclusion of young people has become an important issue in political debate, despite the population’s
extensive social rights. In conclusion, the importance of holistic-systemic modeling is highlighted
as a foundation for an integrated and coordinated system of political and educational interventions.
Pedagogical counterforces against social exclusion are discussed particularly in the light of the concept
of social sustainability.

Keywords: social exclusion; social inclusion; socialization; risk and protective factors; prevention of
social exclusion; pedagogical strategies; policy strategies; labor market; education; citizenship

1. Introduction

Social exclusion has been increasingly identified as a significant economic issue especially in
Europe [1], globally from the perspective of health [2], and is also reflected strongly in the United
Nations’ AGENDA 2030 [3,4]. Rather than the economic perspective, this article discusses the
mechanisms of social exclusion of young people in today’s societies, shaped by diverse processes of
social change in terms of conceptual analysis and philosophical reflection and reasoning. The aim
is to understand, rather than simply to predict, the phenomenon of young people’s social exclusion
through identification and critical analysis of the mechanisms of social exclusion and the pedagogical
counterforces in the light of the concept of social sustainability. With eyes set at understanding,
the analysis provided in this paper offers a novel insight into the multifaceted phenomenon of social
exclusion as a pedagogical and political problem.

The originality and contribution of our study is to expand current academic perspectives to view
social exclusion as an example of social unsustainability. In other words, eradicating social exclusion
is a necessary premise for social sustainability. Further, we hope that this expansion of academic
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perspective—i.e., integration of social exclusion under social sustainability—also transfers to increased
social-political attention given to social exclusion of future generations as being a constituent of a larger
agenda. Finally, we believe that this novel contribution paves the way to a new standpoint to and
endows meaningful and effective information for political and societal decision-making concerning
social exclusion.

The paper provides a theoretical perspective on the role of education in a socially sustainable
development. As is well known, education is a critical factor of economic sustainability through its
capacity to produce human capital; increasing individual abilities, skills, and knowledge are necessary
for economic growth [5–7]. However, the role of education in furthering social sustainability—social
cohesion, stability, participation and trust—has been less analyzed (see e.g., [8]). Education is
interpreted as a key element of sustainable social development through its capacity to promote
social capital (see e.g., [9]) (In this context it is noteworthy to mention the critique of Daly & Silver [10]
(pp. 563–564), stating that the increase of social capital will not always reduce social exclusion). Building
social capital through education requires being part of society, not excluded from it. As human capital
contributes to societal economic sustainability, correspondingly social capital as a shared endeavor
also contributes to the common good.

As noted above, social exclusion of young people exemplifies the very antithesis of social
sustainability. Social scientists have been ardently investigating inequality and its implications for
sustainable societies. Presenting social exclusion as an essential part of sustainability sheds additional
light on analyzing the boundary conditions for sustainability. Although inequality and social exclusion
have much in common, they are still different concepts; in our analysis social exclusion can be
interpreted largely as a consequence of collective failure to tackle the problem of inequality effectively.

Social exclusion of young people indicates the failure of society to create sustainable conditions.
This failure has economic and social consequences, as well as a diminishing effect on social cohesion
and trust, thus influencing people’s well-being and life orientation, which undermine the social aspect
of sustainability.

This paper is divided into four parts. Part one (Section 3) introduces social inclusion as consistency
and social exclusion as a discrepancy in the relationship between an individual and society. Furthermore,
it discusses causes, expressions, and consequences of social exclusion of young people, while considering
the role of education in endeavors of prevention and alleviation. Part two (Section 4) reflects the Finnish
experience. Part three (Section 5) models the mechanisms of young people’s social exclusion through
the lens of social sustainability. Finally, part four (Section 6) concludes this paper by highlighting the
importance of holistic-systemic modeling as a way toward a more inclusive and responsible society.

2. Methodology

This paper seeks to articulate a conceptual and holistic understanding of how social exclusion of
young people, and the effectiveness of pedagogical interventions as counterforces to social exclusion
and unsustainability, are interrelated with the phenomenon of social sustainability. This articulation
emerges from a philosophical conceptual analysis of and reflections upon the key notions and relations
based on existing academic literature as well as available empirical and statistical data, using Finland as
a case example. Regarding Finland, existing statistical and empirical data, and political documents are
analyzed to gain an understanding of the phenomenon of young people’s social exclusion mechanisms
and counter mechanisms. Finally, these findings are assigned integratively in the framework of social
sustainability in order to build tentative holistic-systemic modeling for prevention and alleviation of the
social exclusion of the young, with particular emphasis and consideration on pedagogical interventions.

The analysis used is considered to be a methodological variant of the grounded theory approach to
construct an extensive conceptual and theoretical frame of reference (see [11,12]). In grounded theory,
it is common to use existing data sets—in our case both qualitative and quantitative data—to develop
new and revised theoretical understanding, a robust explanation of social phenomena, from otherwise
fragmentary evidence, and equivocal interpretations and usage of different concepts. This kind of
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investigation within the spheres of social exclusion and social sustainability is deemed necessary
because of the definitional elusiveness of these concepts in both academic research and policy-making
(see [13,14]).

3. Social Exclusion: Phenomenon, Concept, Alleviation

3.1. Characteristics of Society at the Beginning of the 21st Century

The late stage of modernization is characterized by an information-intensive era based on highly
skilled professionalism and lifelong learning. This kind of high-tech society provides new opportunities,
but also presents new challenges to the young generation. Society is changing rapidly, and is becoming
increasingly complex. Due to this, socialization falls apart, and the discrepancies between individuals
and society proliferate significantly in today’s societies. Modern lifestyle is characterized by increasing
individualization, pluralism, and short-sightedness (see e.g., [15]). An increasing number of young
people seem to have difficulties in integrating into society.

Today’s societies are impacted by many different social and cultural factors associated with
political and economic structures. Social change manifests itself, and is influenced by a changing labor
market, increasing the importance of education in the life course of people, new kinds of opportunities
for dealing with information offered by the development of ICT and the increasing instability and
complexity of people’s everyday life (see e.g., [16] (pp. 1, 4–6), [17]).

Social scientists have produced many apt and accurate characterizations of the nature of
late-modern society. It has been called, for example, a post-industrialized service society (e.g., [18–21]),
information society (e.g., [19,22–24]), a learning society—even a lifelong learning society (e.g., [25]),
and a society based on high professional qualities (e.g., [26]). Furthermore, it has been characterized in
terms of consumerism, pluralism, and individualism as well as a risk society, in which new kinds of
social risks occur (e.g., [27–29].

The structural changes of the nature of the labor market have been identified and documented in
many country-specific and more general studies. It has been stated that in recent years attention has
focused increasingly to whether or not changes in the labor market “have precipitated a fundamental
transformation in the industrial-relations systems of different countries” [30] (p. 1). Along with the
development of information technologies, considerations have been focused, among other things,
on the impacts of ICT (e.g., [31]). Over 30 years, throughout the industrial countries, jobs in traditional
industries have been decreasing significantly and, correspondingly, increasing in the service sector.
In many countries, two different fields of the labor market have been formed. On the one hand,
there is a market for well-paid labor for well-educated people, and on the other hand, there is
a market of low-salary work. Moreover, according to McKinsey Global Institute [32], it is estimated
that in 2030 “as many as 375 million workers globally (14 percent of the global workforce) will
likely need to transition to new occupational categories and learn new skills, in the event of rapid
automation adoption.” If this “transition to new jobs is slow, unemployment could rise and dampen
wage growth” [32] (p. 1).

Due to the structural changes of the labor market, long-term unemployment has become
a permanent part of the modern trade system (see e.g., [33,34]). There is a distinct correlation between
low education and long-term unemployment [35]. In addition to the fact that education and the labor
market are increasingly intertwined, the nature of work has been changing. This change, for its part,
is connected with the change of the nature of society, concerning people’s living conditions, everyday
life, social roles and their identity as citizens.

There are many signs indicating that the change of social structures caused by late-modernization
both offers new opportunities for employment, and causes unemployment. However, it often brings,
although perhaps not necessarily, growing income differences and causes polarization in people’s living
conditions, well-being, and health. The concept of social exclusion refers to an individual’s life course
in which he/she does not find his/her place as a member of society (e.g., [2,36]). It manifests itself as
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long-term unemployment, poverty, poor education, low-level living conditions, even homelessness
and other corresponding forms of marginalization (e.g., [37] (pp. 1–2), [38,39] (p. 13)).

3.2. Social Exclusion as a Relation Phenomenon

The concepts of social inclusion and social exclusion are not exact (e.g., [39] (p. 21), [40]
(pp. 479–480). It is possible to define the terms from different perspectives, emphasizing different
aspects of the phenomena. However, it is also possible to say something about the nature of the reality
which the concepts refer to. It makes sense to define social inclusion and social exclusion as opposites
(e.g., [41]) (Some critique of this polarization of social inclusion and exclusion can be found, e.g.,
in Spandler [42]; Sells, Stayner, and Davidson [43]; see also Higuchi [44]). Hence, defining one of them
entails the definition of the other one as well. Correspondingly, the concepts indicate an opposite
property of society: The more social exclusion, the less social inclusion in society. Accordingly, the more
social exclusion occurs, the lower the level of social cohesion is; and conversely, the less there is social
exclusion, the higher is the level of social cohesion.

The concept of social exclusion refers, per se, to a discrepancy between an individual and the
society (Silver and Miller [45] (p. 3) refer to rupturing of the social bond that is crucial within the
context of the social contract between citizens and the state). In today’s society, this discrepancy
manifests itself as growing occupational demands. The know-how required in working life can only
be achieved through long-term education and, due to the rapid change of working life, the relevant
know-how must be updated continually. Inability to meet these requirements causes an accumulation
of disadvantages (see [34]). Concerning an individual’s life course, it is reasonable to define social
exclusion rather as a process than only as a state of affairs—a negative cycle in an individual’s life
course (see e.g., [46] (pp. 3–4)). There is ample evidence showing that social exclusion often intertwines
with trans-generational processes (e.g., [47]).

Referring to the relationship between an individual and society as a process, which occurs within
a person’s lifetime, the term of social inclusion/exclusion applies to both individual and social states
of affairs. The amount of social exclusion can be introduced as a number of individuals experiencing
social exclusion, which also characterizes the nature of society regarding the level of social cohesion.
In addition to quantitative definitions, attention can be paid to the qualitative varieties of social
exclusion, both at an individual level and concerning the nature of society (cf. [48] (p. 87).

Although the aspect of inter-generational transmission of social exclusion has been identified
(e.g., [49–52]), it is important to stress—particularly from an educational viewpoint—that social
exclusion is not an inborn characteristic of an individual. As a process, it is connected with individual
life course although it is not about an individual feature but concerns the relationship between
an individual and society. It is not an “either-or” but a “more-or-less” phenomenon [53]. Risks and
preventive factors have been established through research. In this sense, social exclusion can be
prevented and alleviated through appropriate intervening activities (e.g., [54–56]).

Despite the confusion and ambiguity surrounding the concept of social exclusion (e.g., [57]
(p. 170)), it has been used widely in political and academic debates by individual European countries.
The European Union has had a significant role in establishing the concepts of social exclusion and
social inclusion in the political rhetoric [58]. For example, in the UK, the concept of social exclusion
has also been found to be applicable to the development of the social service system [59]. The concept
of social exclusion seems to be politically viable, although it has proved to be challenging for academic
use (see e.g., [60] (pp. 7–28)).

However, there is a rather significant amount of research on the phenomenon called social
exclusion. We have a relatively good understanding of its origins, expressions, and consequences,
both in individuals and in society. In research, attention is paid to identifying micro- and macro-social
aspects, and risk and protective factors (see e.g., [2,39,40,46,61–65]). However, despite the many-sided
research and theory building on the phenomenon, it has been challenging to find adequate means,
political and professional, for prevention and alleviation (e.g., [48] (p. 88)).
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The mechanisms of social exclusion can be very different in different societies. For example, it has
been noted that in Northern Europe, social networks are essential protective factors, but in Southern
Europe the protective factor is rather the family [66]. Research-based knowledge which is valid in one
country is not necessarily useful in another. For this reason, both country-specific and cross-national
studies are necessary concerning the nature and mechanisms of the phenomenon itself and for the
development of relevant and suitable models, strategies, and practices of prevention and alleviation
for different national contexts.

3.3. Dimensions of Social Exclusion

According to Jyrkämä [67], the five main areas of significance for social exclusion are education,
the labor market, social relationships, society’s norm and value systems, and citizenship. In the
tradition of research and theory-building of social exclusion, attention is paid more to exclusion from
the systems of education and the labor market than from active citizenship and suitable identity as
a member of society (see e.g., [10] (pp. 559–560), [68]). For both academic and political reasons, it is
necessary to see the complexity of the phenomenon in which the mentioned dimensions influence
each other (see [69] (p. 167)).

Social exclusion means to be socially out. Low-level education means a weak position in the labor
market. In this sense, it is a platform of at least potential long-term unemployment in an individual’s life
course [35]. This may weaken a person’s feeling of togetherness, cause passivity in social relationships,
loneliness, and cultural alienation manifested as deviant behavior (see [70]). This can be conceptualized
as exclusion from the common morals, social values, and generally shared norms (cf. [71]).

A lack of the feeling of belonging to society can be triggered by a weak identity as a citizen
(e.g., [72,73]). From this perspective, social exclusion is a process which deprives an individual
of citizenship. Manifesting itself as an insufficient feeling of togetherness with other members of
society, it can be seen as being opposed to active citizenship and participation as a citizen (see [74]).
This implies a distance from society’s commonly shared values and norms. Crime is an extreme form
of cultural exclusion.

It has been shown in one Finnish study [75] that low education, mental problems, problems
in earning a living and offense behavior tend to accumulate, and that this often occurs in
inter-generational processes. In the Finnish debate, social exclusion has been viewed particularly
in terms of accumulation of factors causing underprivileged status, primarily as a combination of
low education, long-term unemployment, life management problems, health problems and social
passivity [76]. However, the cause-effect chains, also including different kinds of co-effect mechanisms,
are very difficult to identify and vary significantly from one individual life course to another [44].

It makes sense, as we indicated above, to understand and define social exclusion rather in terms
of ‘more-or-less’ than ‘either-or’ in the individual life course. In an individual life course, the degree of
social exclusion can vary in different areas of life (see e.g., [77]). Exclusion in one area, for example
educational dropout, also exposes to exclusion in other areas of life, and correspondingly, educational
exclusion can result from problems in other areas. In individual life course exclusion from schooling,
employment and citizenship are intertwined processes.

Furthermore, the exclusion mechanisms are unique. For example, dropping out from schooling
can result primarily from personal health problems or neurological learning disability of the individual.
At the same time, in such a case, the dropout rate shows that the educational system is incapable of
integrating students who have certain specific health problems or learning disabilities. In that way,
dropout ensues not only from personal problems but also from the weakness of the educational system
and practice. (Underlying this way of thinking is the idea of “enforced social exclusion” in which
opportunities for social participation are to a large extent made impossible through policy parameters
of social institutions and actors (see e.g., [78,79]). In contrast to this interpretation, especially from
the viewpoint of the mentally ill, see [80].) The lack of individualization and the rigidity of school
environments and curricula are seen as partial causes of educational exclusion (see [81] (p. 4)).
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Concerning the complexity of cause-effect relationships and co-effect mechanisms of social
exclusion, it is important to pay attention to factors at different levels of social life [82] (p. 21).
In addition to individual, micro-social and macro-social factors [83], there are global forces through
which national economies of individual countries are essentially shaped in today’s globalizing
world. Mechanisms of social exclusion are linked with the national economies, which are influenced
by supranational economic forces. Global interconnectivity and moral responsibility pertaining,
for example, to world poverty and social exclusion are strongly advocated (e.g., [84,85]).

However, the social exclusion of young people is not only about the mechanisms of unemployment,
and it does not only concern the labor market. The phenomenon is too complex to be reduced only to
economic issues. Nevertheless, the problems of young people to find a job appear to become an integral
element of every modern society concerning not only the least educated, although their situation in
the job market is the worst, but increasingly and more widely the whole young population.

3.4. Risk and Protective Factors of Social Exclusion in Youth

To identify the risk and protective factors of the social exclusion of young people, attention should
be paid to the complexity of causal reasoning. Although social exclusion has been on the political
agenda in Western countries for more than 30 years, the concept has remained somewhat vague,
also in the sense of the rhetoric. However, it has become an essential field of political and academic
activities. The significant economic consequences of and correlations with young people’s exclusion
partly explain the political and academic interest in this topic (see [86–89]).

Despite comprehensive research on the topic and strivings toward intervention innovations,
there is very little cumulative knowledge concerning the mechanisms of social exclusion and the
effectiveness of interventions [39] (pp. 13–14, 44, 120); (see also [82]). This lack of cumulative knowledge
is indispensably connected with the complex multi-dimensionality of the phenomenon (For example,
van Bergen et al. [90] recently developed a Social Exclusion Index Health Survey (SEI-HS) in the
Netherlands in which social exclusion is understood through four dimensions: (1) “lack of social
participation”; (2) “material deprivation”; (3) lack of normative integration; and (4) “inadequate access
to basic social rights”). Causal explanations can be produced in various theoretical frames of reference,
as well as using different research methodologies.

The problem of conceptual generality could somehow be avoided by defining the perspective
more precisely, for example by speaking about learning disabilities, behavioral disorders, the misuse
of intoxicants, long-term unemployment of young adults, and dropping out of second and third
level schooling.

In addition to a low level of education, passivity in the labor market, economic insecurity, low
social support, and insufficient institutional support all partly explain the long-term unemployment
of young people [66] (Of course, these aspects also relate to the perennial debate over whether
the underlying causes of poverty are structural, cultural or both (see e.g., [91])). The poverty of and
different social problems suffered by the family increase the risk level significantly, and correspondingly,
the parents’ socio-economic status and level of education have proved to be significant protective
factors [75]. Moreover, there are also many individual and society-specific risk and protective factors.
Due to the case-specific nature of the cause–effect mechanisms, it is difficult to make generalizations
based on exhaustive causal reasoning.

Studies have indicated that interventions blocking the long-term dropout from education and
labor are particularly effective (see e.g., [92–94]). We also know well, on the basis of many studies from
different countries, that the organization of adequate family support is a potent protective force against
dropping out from schooling [95,96]. From the viewpoint of causalities, it seems plausible to focus on
children’s living conditions in early childhood. In other words, this is about assessing the complexity
of the inter-generational transmission mechanisms of social exclusion in an individual’s life course.

Already during the 1970s, poverty was explained in terms of a ’circle of deprivation’, in which
attention was paid to the following inter-generational cause-effect chains (e.g., [97]):
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1. Income problems of a family are associated with a poor stimulus environment of the child.
2. This results in poor studying and low school achievements, bringing about a weak position in

the labor market.
3. This, for its part, causes a low economic position as an adult, which means a reduced stimulus

environment for children, resulting in a deprived life course during the next generation (see also [98]).

This model expresses the importance of family as both a risk and protective factor (cf. [99]).
Simultaneously, it connects the role of a family with a different kind of individual and social risk and
protective factors, which makes the picture very complicated.

Risk and protective factors can be identified both in micro- and macro-social systems, as well
as on the level of individual features. The disruption of the structures of socialization and excluding
structures of the education system and labor market are central macro-social risk factors. The lack of
social support and control by close communities (For a community-perspective to social exclusion,
see [100–102]), as well as unstable conditions in a family, such as a parents’ mental and intoxicant
problems, low education level, unemployment, poverty, or emotional insecurity, are central micro-social
risk factors. Correspondingly, a functional social–political system in terms of social benefits and
services (education, family, labor, social security, youth, and health policies) can play an essential
protective role on a macro-social level and in emotional security in terms of belonging to communities,
the feeling of togetherness, participation and hobbies at a micro-social level (see e.g., [100,103]).

The social exclusion of young people is often associated with their life management problems.
Multiple risk behavior has been used to illustrate the complexity of the phenomenon [104]. There is
evidence for the opinion that one close relationship can be a decisive protective factor against social
exclusion in a child’s and young person’s life course (see e.g., [105] (p. 6), [106] (p. 1)). Correspondingly,
it has been noticed that some personal features can play an important role, for example optimistic life
orientation (cf. [107]), and high self-esteem (cf. [89] (p. 98)) and intelligence [108].

As we have seen thus far, risk and protective factors are intertwined in complex inter-
and co-relating long- and short-term processes in people’s life courses. The impacts of risk and
protective factors express themselves in a person’s life history (fetus, early childhood, later childhood,
early adolescence, middle adolescence, late adolescence). There are inter-generational forces as critical
factors, i.e., the trans-generational accumulation of disadvantages, in terms of insufficient parenthood,
depriving family relationships, and unstable living conditions. The significance of different factors
varies during different phases of life. Thus, the mechanisms of risk and protection are linked with the
processes of individual development, including numerous unique elements.

3.5. Social Exclusion of Adolescents in the Context of the Life Course

In modern society, the disarray of socialization results from the social and cultural change which
manifests itself as an increasing disintegration of social life, both in different fields of social life
and in the whole of society. The traditional unifying social and cultural forces make way for new
lifestyles, morals, and social structures, opening up mechanisms for social exclusion in the life course,
thus impairing the possibilities for a harmonious social life.

There are reasons to consider social exclusion/inclusion regarding education, the labor market,
and citizenship, and to see these as three key dimensions interconnecting with each other in individuals’
life courses. Therefore, it is relevant to pay attention primarily to the opportunities of young
people for schooling, employment, and participation in a rapidly changing society. Educational
dropout, unemployment, and social passivity are conceptualized as a failure in socialization and as
manifestations of social exclusion in the context of the individual life course.

Utilizing the rather comprehensive research-based knowledge of the origins, expressions,
and consequences of the social exclusion of young people, it is possible to identify the mechanisms,
aiming not only to understand the nature of the phenomenon but in addition to recognize opportunities
for prevention and alleviation of exclusion. Both macro- and micro-social risk and protective factors,
as well as relevant individual factors, should be considered.
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Social exclusion is intimately connected with inter-generational cumulative disadvantages. Family life
conditions appear to play an important role both in causing risks and protection (see e.g., [109–111]).
Furthermore, adequate systems of education and services may significantly tackle social exclusion
by providing support for children and young people in need (cf. [98,112]). Accordingly, impractical
systems can have a negative influence on people’s life courses.

Social conditions according to which people’s life courses are molded vary significantly from
country to country. Although there are different country-specific particularities, which must be taken
into consideration in developing counterforces towards excluding mechanisms, all societies are in fact
facing the challenge of the social exclusion of young people.

3.6. Strategies for Prevention and Alleviation of Social Exclusion

The two main lines of strategies for social welfare, political and pedagogical, are intertwined.
On the one hand, political strategies focus on legislation and social institutions, and on the other hand,
pedagogical strategies orientate towards educational activities [113]. Both types of interventions
are relevant and necessary, complementing and benefiting from each other. As Kieselbach puts
it, “enhancing” of “personal resources” and “providing more social resources” are needed in the
prevention and alleviation of young people’s social exclusion [66] (p. 75). Pedagogical strategies are
more about contributing to personal resources, and political ones to social resources.

Cost-efficiency studies have undeniably shown that investments in care services for children
and families produce multiple economic utilities [114]. This is logical. Enabling children and young
people to become employed taxpayers and active citizens increases the prosperity and decreases
the expenses of society, creating grounds and opportunities for a successful social and economic
development. Esping-Andersen [115] calls this kind of reasoning child-centered social investment,
especially characterizing the social–political system established in the Nordic countries, which is
seen as a factor largely explaining the economic competitiveness and success of these countries.
This philosophy expresses itself in the financial resourcing of high quality and versatile social and
healthcare services and social benefits for families with children.

It has been noticed that the cost-benefit relationship of family political investments is unusually
high among poor families. Positive parenting and family life have been shown to be significant
protective factors against the risk behavior of children and young people (see [116–121]). It is wise to
organize social-political support for families, thus strengthening their capability for supporting the
sound social and emotional development of young people. In modern society, there is also the need
for individually focused care services for children and young people, for example in the transition
phases of their life courses within the school system [122–125].

Many kinds of programs aiming at strengthening life skills have been developed for the young
who experience life management problems (e.g., [126]). However, it is meaningful to recognize the
fact that it is not only a question of individual behavior, not even of an individual family. Although
the importance of parents has been stated in many studies, it has also been warned that interventions
should not be limited to risk families; supporting activities should cover all families [127]. Hence,
attention should be paid to the opportunities for strengthening families’ living conditions and parents’
upbringing capacities in general.

As the mechanisms of social exclusion consist of different short-term and long-term processes,
it is logical to distinguish between short-term and long-term preventing strategies. It is hard to
assess the effectiveness of individual services within the system, consisting of many kinds of parallel
short-term and long-term political, pedagogical and care activities. Pedagogical counterforces concern
educational approaches, cultures, and methods in particular, inside and outside schooling agencies.
Pedagogical research and theory-building on risk and protective mechanisms play an essential role in
the development of pedagogical innovations and strategies.

Surely, regarding the nature of the phenomenon of social exclusion, on the one hand there is a need
for political influence through legislation, institutions and service systems, and on the other hand
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there are good reasons to focus on pedagogical means, i.e., influencing people through upbringing and
education. Efforts should be aimed at opportunities in all forms of education—formal, non-formal
and informal. Furthermore, adequate social and healthcare services are needed, according to people’s
individual needs. There is a need for programs combining political and pedagogical innovations.

4. The Example of Finland

4.1. The Finnish Social Order

The Republic of Finland is a civilized state, a state ruled by law, and a welfare state. Each of
these characterizations includes a promise to citizens. The Finnish social order is fundamentally based
on the concepts of human dignity and on the responsibility of public bodies to promote human and
social development aimed at well-being and caring for people’s social and cultural needs. People have
extensive constitutional rights in the fields of civic activities, living, social and healthcare, and education.

Democracy, equality and social justice are the central political values upon which Finnish social
order is founded. Since the 1960s, society has been developed on the basis of the Nordic welfare
state model, according to which the government has broad responsibility for the promotion of social
welfare [128]. In the social policy literature, this social order is often called an Institutional Social Policy
Model, based on the following ideas (see e.g., [129,130]):

• Principles of social security, equality, and justice
• Comprehensive social support for all, according to people’s individual needs (“Need-based”)
• Significant income transfers from rich to poor people (“Middle-class society”)
• A comprehensive system of social benefits based on a Governmental National insurance system

(“Institutionalized prevention of social and health problems”)
• A wide-ranging system of public welfare services based on people’s social rights (“Institutionalized

welfare services”)
• Extensive public welfare production

In Finland, the government is responsible for the provision of economic security and social
services to all citizens according to their needs (universalism). Finnish society effects a considerable
redistribution of resources from the wealthier to poorer people (income transfers). The idea of the
vast responsibility of public bodies for the basic well-being of all citizens (joint responsibility through
taxation) has produced a public-funded welfare system (benefits and services) financed by taxes [131].
Institutionalized economic and social rights (right to welfare), as a part of citizenship, have been
prescribed in the name of social justice [132] (p. 25). This has led to the development of a strong middle
class (principle of equality).

The Finnish welfare state has been developed as a national undertaking. It has been seen as an
expression of a special social contract—the idea of being in the same boat. On this basis—due to
substantial income transfers and comprehensive social security—Finnish society has become one of the
most middle-classified countries in the world (see [133]). Contingency for this kind of development
has been supported by the relatively small and homogenous population. In 2017 the population of
Finland was only 5.5 million: about 88% are Finnish-speakers and 5.2% Swedish-speakers, and almost
71% of the native population belong to the Lutheran Church [134].

In general, the Finnish population is comparatively well educated, “[a] larger share of adults
having attained tertiary education than in other OECD countries” [135] (p. 1). The society is also highly
wired; internet access according to households is 94% [136]. Although the country is geographically
relatively large in proportion to the population, the society is strongly urbanized; about 85% of the
population are urban dwellers. These numbers become meaningful with regard to social exclusion when
comparing with international studies. For example, although urbanization is largely considered to
have significance regarding international development, it may also increase inequality, social exclusion,
and polarization amongst citizens [137]. Similarly, highly wired societies appear to manifest higher
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social media usage by young people. High social media usage amongst the young has recently been
linked to increased feelings of social isolation when compared to those using less social media [138].
These interesting findings in their own way underline the challenges that increasing urbanization and
digitalization may pose for social inclusion, well-being and sustainability.

4.2. Social Exclusion of Young People on Political Agenda

In Finland, the question of the social exclusion of young people has been on the political agenda
for over twenty years [139] (pp. 164–165). Over the past ten years, it has become even more pressing.
Attention has been paid to the problem field in abundance, by the President of the Republic of Finland,
by the Government and by top politicians. The political system at national, regional and local levels
has been widely directed to the development of mechanisms of prevention and alleviation of exclusion.
The intense political reaction to the increasing number of socially excluded young people becomes
more understandable in the light of the Finnish social order and political values. Social exclusion of
mainly young men and immigrants has been named as the most significant internal security threat to
Finnish society [140,141].

According to several international comparisons, Finland is one of the top countries in education,
welfare, people’s happiness, the opportunities of children and young people for human development,
and from a national economic point of view in international competitiveness and economic stability
(e.g., [142]).

Despite this, the social exclusion of young people has been identified as a serious social problem
in Finland today. Economic motive is one of the drivers behind this identification: in political debates
the most used calculation sets the costs of an individual life-span exclusion to ca. 1 million euros
on average [143], some estimates being even higher than this. Furthermore, in academia, there is
a broad consensus about the problems of such calculations as these because of the complexity of the
phenomenon of social exclusion and the variation between individual cases. However, or perhaps
driven by these questions, the social exclusion of young people has become not only a political
issue but also a field of research and academic debate in the forms of empirical analyses and theory
building. Seeing social exclusion as a significant social problem, a considerable number of R&D
projects aiming at interventions have been funded, and both political and pedagogical innovations
have been introduced [144].

Statistics indicate a remarkable expansion of the service system. The number of young people who
use the welfare services has increased significantly in different fields of the service system, which can
be seen to express an essential change of society. The unemployment rate of young people has for
a long time been about three times higher than the national average, applying mainly to low-educated
young people [144].

In 2013, the Audit Committee of the Finnish Parliament funded a study aiming at improving the
impact, effectiveness and cost-efficiency measures concerning the prevention and alleviation of young
people’s social exclusion [58]. This report recommended development of the basic public system of
services targeting young people and their families. According to the report, the best results in the
prevention of the social exclusion of young people are based on a systematic and goal-oriented
integrated service system containing low-threshold and case management activities. Instead of
assessing and developing individual services, the creation of counterforces against social exclusion is
decisively more about the whole system.

The Youth Guarantee is an example of political attempts to tackle the social exclusion of young
people. In the Nordic countries, youth guarantee schemes have been applied since the 1980s as a part of
the Nordic welfare model. Today, this concept is recommended by the European Union to its member
countries; recently it has also been revised by the Finnish government (e.g., [145]). According to the
Finnish model “[E]ach young person under 25 and recently graduated people under 30 will be offered
a job, a work trial, a study place or a period at a workshop or rehabilitation, within three months of
becoming unemployed”. In addition “every person completing basic education will be guaranteed
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a place in general upper secondary school education, vocational education, apprenticeship training,
a youth workshop, rehabilitation or a place in some other form of study” ([146] (p. 2)). Typically,
the program is focused mostly on education and labor, without any particular reference to citizenship.

In a study on the experiences in Finland and Sweden of tackling young people’s unemployment
through the Youth Guarantee, difficulties to reach those young people who suffer from severe
psychosocial problems, inadequacy for solving long-term structural problems, dependence on
public policies, and the appropriate timing of interventions were identified as the most challenging
factors [147]. It is apparent that the difficulties of young people to become employed are linked with
the structural features of the education system and labor market, and different kinds of psychosocial
problems among young people need to be considered. One further practical difficulty pertaining
to the Youth Guarantee is that it cannot per se “force” an individual to participate in education or
employment, that is, the individual has the possibility to decline any job or education offered by this
very policy. While the moral choice of choosing social exclusion may not be considered as a case of
social exclusion (in all theoretical frameworks), this does not by any means alleviate the economic
costs and problems associated with social exclusion.

The available data displayed in this paper indicate how vital it is to provide individual support to
avoid long-term negative consequences of young people’s educational dropout, unemployment
and passive orientation as citizens. These findings emphasize the structural support given to
individuals, but also—at least implicitly—assume the moral responsibility of individual’s choices
during their life course. A particular strength of the Nordic system appears to be its effectiveness in
providing individual help according to young people’s individual needs. However, concurrently the
fragmentation of the welfare and care service system—often driven by myopia—has been shown to
hinder effective prevention and alleviation (see [148,149]).

4.3. Statistical Indicators Expressing the Changing of Finnish Society

Over the past twenty years, there have been signs of an increase in the number of young people
suffering from different psychosocial problems. The availability of services relating to different disorders
has substantially increased in the Finnish system of social and care services for young people (e.g., [150]).
This change has been detected in several studies and reported by different professional groups working
with children and young people. The statistics show, unambiguously, that the number of young
people using social care services has significantly increased over the last 10–20 years. For example,
the following trends are visible from the statistics (see [75]):

• The number of young adults granted disability pension owing to mental problems doubled over
ten years

• Cases of children being taken into custody doubled over the past ten years (urgent actions
increased by up to six-fold)

• Children as clients of the open care of child welfare have doubled over the past ten years
• Outpatient care visits of child psychiatric care have doubled, and in the youth section even tripled

over the past ten years
• The number of children sent for remedial education has doubled over the past ten years
• Children living in low-income families (defined in terms of relative poverty) have tripled over the

past fifteen years

Furthermore, according to the Ministry of Finance [144] (p. 24), in 2015 the percentage of early
school-leavers (These are identified in the document as 18–24-year-olds with “no post-basic education
qualification and who are not studying in education leading to a qualification”.) in Finland was
9.2%, and the number of people living at risk of social exclusion or poverty was 896,000. Statistically
speaking, these numbers indicate that the phenomenon of social exclusion as a very pressing issue.

There are, however, good reasons to ask about the nature of a society embodied in statistics.
What do statistics tell us about society? What can be judged from the statistics on social exclusion?



Sustainability 2018, 10, 2166 12 of 28

4.4. The Complexity of Interpreting the Statistics

The statistics show that Finnish society has been investing more and more in educational,
social and healthcare services for children and young people, but not necessarily that the absolute needs
of children and young people have increased (see [75,151]). There is space for different interpretations.
We can interpret the statistics as indicating that factual problems and needs for social help among
children and young people have increased, but it is also possible that the use of care services
has increased for other reasons, such as the development of professional activities, for example
improvements in diagnostic techniques and practices. However, due to the development of research,
we know more and more about the nature of children’s and young people’s needs. Some changes in
statistical documentation can also at least partly explain the statistics.

In any case, political interest in children’s and young people’s problems and needs has significantly
increased in the recent past. Due to this, the resourcing of activities for prevention and alleviation of
exclusion has intensified decisively. This has brought about changes in legislation, which eventually
become apparent in the statistics. However, not only politicians have become more active in the area.
There has also been an extensive public debate about the topics, in which the mass media has been
a significant contributor. Common societal responsibility has been emphasized [152].

4.5. Interpretations of Social Exclusion of Young People in the Finnish Media

Different lines of discourse in the Finnish media have been identified in the debate on young
people’s social exclusion (see [153]): On the one hand, the social exclusion of young people has
been seen to threaten society, in terms of damaging social security, economic development, and the
moral order, and on the other hand, it has been viewed as a social phenomenon, because of which
young people are threatened as victims. In the latter context, the social exclusion of young people has
been interpreted to indicate inadequate living conditions in close relationships, especially the family,
and defects in the educational system and social care services. The decline of communality mechanisms
in young people’s everyday life, such as informal care, support and control have been considered.
Generally, the social exclusion of young people has been conceptualized in the media as symptoms of
social disorder, but from many different perspectives, concerning both causes and consequences.

4.6. Policies for Prevention and Alleviation of Social Exclusion in Finland

The Finnish experience can be summarized by noting the remarkable position of the issues of
prevention and alleviation of social exclusion of young people on the political agenda. The following
points show that Finnish society has put significant effort into the theme (e.g., see [55,130,154,155]):

• Social exclusion has received particular political attention
• A significant number of projects aiming at innovations for preventing and alleviating the social

exclusion of young people have been initiated since the end of the 1990s
• Development of a protective educational system and welfare services (especially child welfare,

special education, youth work and psychiatric care services for children and young people) has
been significant

• Professional know-how has been improved by investing in training for educators and
welfare workers

• Production of research-based knowledge of the phenomenon of social exclusion and the
elaboration of appropriate interventions

• Developing political strategies and programs: Education, labor and family policies, child welfare,
youth policies, and improvement of welfare and social security for young people in general

• Pedagogical strategies and innovations: individual and community-based educational activities
in the fields of formal and non-formal education
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Despite the numerous attempts to solve the problems and produce effective social and educational
innovations, the overall phenomenon persists resiliently.

4.7. The Outlook for Well-Being of Children and Young People in Finland

With regard to the future, two important categories of trends of the well-being of Finnish children
and young people can be identified. On the one hand, there are the trends of deterioration in protective
mechanisms, consisting of decreasing supportive factors in children’s growth conditions, decreasing
level of adult presence in children’s everyday life (see [139,156]), insufficient physical exercise
(e.g., [157] (pp. 28–40)), [158,159], [160] (p. 90)) and sleep [161], increasing instability in family life
(economic instability, high rate of divorce, inadequate feeling of togetherness) (see [139]), and increasing
requirements of the achievement-based society (see [162] (p. 11)). On the other hand, there are the
trends to increase research-based knowledge, improve professional know-how, and develop child and
family welfare policies, legislation, and policy strategies and programs in the field of welfare work.

4.8. Wide and Thorough Legislation

In Finland, the child, youth, and family legislation is comprehensive and thorough. Based on
systematic child-centered working orientation, it aims at prevention of risks in children’s well-being.
Early interventions are emphasized [89] (pp. 110–112). The legislation aims to develop an extensive
and coordinated system of adequate child and youth care services under the responsibility of the
local authorities.

The Child Welfare Act of 2007 [163] requires detailed statutes on methods, working processes
and decision-making procedures based on child-centered working and evaluation for purposeful
prevention and alleviation of social exclusion of children and young people. The Child Welfare Act
also underlines support for young people’s personal development and independence, promotion of
young people’s active citizenship and social empowerment, improvement of the quality of young
people’s living conditions, and principles of communality, joint responsibility, equality, multi-cultural
and international orientation, healthy lifestyle, and respect for life and the environment (cf. [48]
(pp. 87–88). According to the Basic Education Act of 1998 [164], students have the right to free school
welfare services according to their needs. Consisting of social work, nursing and psychological services,
school welfare services aim at promotion and maintenance of sound learning, good physical and
mental health, and social well-being.

In Finland, young people’s social exclusion is not considered primarily as an economic but as
a moral issue. In the Finnish context, following the Nordic welfare model, there is extensive legislation
for a citizen’s civil and social rights, including children and young people. The society is committed
politically and legally to promote the well-being of every individual in the name of human dignity.
Promotion of social inclusion and prevention and alleviation of social exclusion are not examined
primarily from the point of view of potential economic profits for society, but as a moral obligation,
to which society is committed. Rather than utility calculation, the challenge is approached with respect
to uncompromising political and legal normativity, although there is also an awareness of the economic
utility (see page 10 above). Consequently, the statement of motives, reasoning, and justification are not
based critically on economic but on moral-ideological argumentation, including the representations
used to explain the nature of the phenomenon and the construction of models for a solution. Within this
ideological context, social sustainability is primarily qualified on the grounds of society’s capacity to
fulfill its legal commitments to sustain people’s well-being and social inclusion. This paper represents
and stands for this tradition.

5. Modeling the Mechanisms of Social Exclusion of Young People in the Light of the Concept of
Social Sustainability

Sustainable development or sustainability has become one of the most influential political agendas
in the past three or four decades, the most recent formulation being the United Nations’ Agenda
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2030 [3]. Traditionally, sustainable development has been categorized in formal UN documents through
environmental, economic and social dimensions. Both the UN documents Our Common Future
(1987) [165] (the so-called Brundtland Report) and The Rio declaration with its Agenda 21 (1992) [166]
have been viewed as foundational in significance regarding the sustainable development agenda.

Furthermore, a very influential theoretical conceptualization—especially relevant in the business
world—has been the so-called “Triple Bottom Line” (TBL) from John Elkington, first postulated in
1994 [167,168]. In 1999 Elkington referred—at least implicitly—to the three pillars of sustainable
development by mentioning “economic prosperity, environmental quality and . . . social justice” [169]
(p. 75). Despite these prominent conceptual statements of sustainable development by the UN and
Elkington, it must be noted that from a more academic point of view the environmental and economic
aspects of sustainability have been dominant both in terms of scientific and practical interest from the
perspectives of conceptual and theoretical development. Hence, the dimension of social sustainability
has received comparatively little attention in both political and academic debates. (e.g., [170–172]).

There has been growing interest towards the social dimension of sustainability, dating approximately
to the end of the 1990s [173] (p. 44). Thus, it could be claimed that the study of social sustainability
is a relatively new and nascent discipline, covering only about the last twenty years. Whereas there
seems to be some consensus (Writing in 2009 Dillard et al. mentioned that “At present, consensus
does not exist even on a definition of social sustainability” [174] (p. 2).) relating to the key elements
of the concept of social sustainability, there remain many ambiguities and different interpretations
of the very concept (e.g., [175,176] (pp. 2–4), [171,177] (pp. 80–95), [178] (pp. 66–67), [12,179–181]).
Hence, many scholars have seen the dimension of social sustainability to be relatively underdeveloped
and undertheorized. (Some scholars have also proposed more than the traditional three pillars or
dimensions of sustainability. Cultural dimension would be one of the most prominent proposals
among these (e.g., [182–184], although there have been some reservations toward the very existence
and the usefulness of this concept among the academia (e.g., [185] (p. 215)). For example, the expert
report by IUCN The Future of Sustainability [186] does not make any distinction between social and
the cultural sustainability. Furthermore, the dimension of institutional sustainability has been seen as
a relevant aspect of the whole spectrum of sustainability discourse (e.g., [187]).) The same definitional
equivocality is present in the concept of social exclusion [188].

Why, then, should the social aspect of sustainability be taken so seriously within the realm of
sustainable development and future societies? We think one of the most insightful answers to this
question comes from Ken Peattie:

When most people consider ’sustainability’, they tend to think first of environmental
problems related to climate change, pollution, deforestation or species loss. This apparently
places it in the realms of environmental science and of environmental scientists. Yet in reality
there is no such thing as ’environmental problem’. The environment does not have problems;
it just is. It is society that has problems due to the unsustainable interactions between
our social, economic and technological systems and the physical environment. Ultimately,
sustainable development is a social phenomenon . . . [189] (p. 21)

So, what then is social sustainability? What does it entail? How should it be viewed or
understood? As mentioned above, there are myriads of definitions available in the academic literature.
For example, one of the earliest definitions of social sustainability comes from Ignacy Sachs, who
highlighted the fundamental values of equity and democracy, where democracy refers primarily to
the authentic appropriation of all human rights by all citizens [190] (p. 27). Mario Polese and Richard
Stren conceptualized social sustainability instead as development or growth compatible with the
harmonious existence and evolution of civil society, embracing cultural and social pluralism, social
integration, and advancements in the quality of life for all population segments [191] (pp. 15–16).
Social sustainability has also been defined in terms of identifying the challenges for functioning that
societies face in the long-term, and perhaps even more importantly, determining the minimal long-term
developmental, social requirements for sustainability (i.e., critical social capital) [192] (p. 6).
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If our aim is—be it in close range or in the long haul—to envision and develop future societies
that are socially sustainable, they must be at least minimally regarded as inclusive, participative, just,
and responsible. If this is what minimally socially sustainable society looks like, there is considerable
overlap between socially sustainable and social inclusion/exclusion. Another way to state this is to
view social inclusion as a necessary but not a sufficient condition of social sustainability.

Regarding the employment/unemployment axis there is a fascinating insight given by Beate
Littig and Erich Griessler, who highlighted the critical link between work and sustainability:

Work—in the broadest sense (paid and unpaid labor, care work)—plays a central role for sustainability,
since the satisfaction of needs, and thus the exchange between society and nature, involves mainly
some sort of work. [193] (p. 71)

Furthermore, they flesh out their concept of social sustainability as signifying “the nature-society
relationships, mediated by work, as well as relationships within the society”. This means that
socially sustainable societies should be characterized by the satisfaction of “an extended set of human
needs”, the preservation of nature’s “reproductive capabilities”, and the fulfillment of “social justice,
human dignity, and participation.” [193] (p. 72).

There is increasing evidence that unemployment and job loss is a significant factor concerning
declines in health, well-being and social aspects of human life. Effects thereof include social withdrawal,
decreased interest in civic participation, and various immediate and trans-generational socioeconomic
elements (e.g., [194–196] (pp. 17–23)). Therefore, unemployment can be a great hindrance towards the
development of socially sustainable societies and a sustaining factor for social exclusion, especially for
young people and the coming generations.

Apart from the labor market, there are other important considerations, especially pedagogical
ones, for diminishing social exclusion and increasing social sustainability. As stated earlier (page 8),
pedagogical counterforces are in this paper defined as educational approaches tackling social exclusion
and promoting social inclusion and social sustainability via educational approaches, methods and
cultures in different educational contexts. For example, a Triple Bottom Line-based model has been
proposed and implemented in Swaziland toward ensuring socialization of orphan children into
mainstream society and thus diminishing social exclusion of citizens [197]. From a pedagogical
viewpoint, implementing cultural sustainability in education has been supportive of children’s
and youth’s social everyday encounters at the micro-level and has also furthered their identity
development [198]. Moreover, within the schooling system, providing care, respect and support
to young people and empowering them as well as challenging their capacities and competencies
cognitively and socially, are vital for cultivating just and active citizenship in young individuals
(see [199,200]).

Further pedagogical counterforces aimed toward decreasing young people’s social exclusion
within the broader framework of the sustainability discourse are increasing educational democracy,
dialogue, and participativeness (see [201,202]). For educational pedagogy to be effective regarding
sustainability and justice, it has been identified as essential to include students’ understanding of
complex global interconnectivity as well as using both holistic and individual pedagogical perspectives
strategically in formal school settings (see [203]). Furthermore, these goals of sustainable societies,
social justice and participative and inclusive citizenship are all compatible with the Maastricht
global education agenda [204]. All the pedagogical counterforces and ideas are aimed at increasing
personal resources of young individuals to learn and cultivate in themselves the more just and moral
interpersonal civic agency that is of pivotal importance for the very possibility of socially inclusive
and sustainable future societies.

Therefore, the role of education in sustainable social development does not become simplified as
a micro-social phenomenon only. The concept of social sustainability provides a comprehensive
perspective for pedagogical modeling of the mechanisms of young people’s social exclusion as
an entirety of intertwining micro-, meso- and macro-social factors shaping people’s life courses
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as students, employees, and citizens. We argue that more effort should be targeted at developing
pedagogical strategies from the viewpoint of democratic citizenship and civic abilities in the holistic
framework of social sustainability.

Finally, it is essential to recognize the correlation between parents’ socioeconomic status (SES)
and academic success and educational dropouts of the young. There is evidence that children coming
from higher SES families tend to exhibit better academic success [205–207], have fewer educational
dropouts (see e.g., [208,209]), and demonstrate more successful career aspirations [210,211] compared
to those individuals coming from lower SES backgrounds. It is also worth mentioning that supportive
and effective pedagogical and social strategies and programs, such as small schools and class sizes,
after school programs, and early childhood education “have been found to be important factors in
reducing the achievement gap between children of the ‘have’ and ‘have-nots’” and as countermeasures
against “an intergenerational cycle of school failure because of family SES” [212] (p. 446). We argue
that the extended framework of social sustainability—exemplified by the above definitions of and
pedagogical reflections on social sustainability–offers an integrative and more effective viewpoint from
which it is possible to see more clearly the vast interconnectedness of the mechanisms and counter
mechanisms that make up the phenomenon of social exclusion. Pedagogical counterforces arising
from more extensive understanding of the interconnected mechanisms of social exclusion within the
perspective of social sustainability are thus clearly effective and necessary for socially sustainable
societies. Implicit in this argument is the conjecture that current understandings and policies for
alleviating social exclusion are too narrow and myopic.

6. Conclusions

We will conclude by paying attention to the importance of holistic-systemic modeling and
discussing opportunities to move towards a non-excluding society. We will end by briefly considering
the concept of responsible society.

6.1. Need for Holistic-Systemic Modeling

The example of Finland shows that despite tremendous investments—both politically and
educationally—the phenomenon of the social exclusion of young people stubbornly remains a constant
problem of modern society. Society is not entirely at a loss what to do, but the complexity of the
phenomenon requires many kinds of simultaneous and parallel prevention and alleviation activities.
For the sake of critical scrutiny, it might be possible that many Finnish interventions—regardless of
their good intentions—do not work or are not realized in the intended way in the life courses of socially
excluded young people, or those at risk of social exclusion. Thus, these interventions might be the
result of, or be frustrated because of, too narrow pedagogical perspectives or, sadly, insincere political
rhetoric. Furthermore, in some Finnish political reform documents (e.g., [144]) cited in this paper,
whereas there is serious consideration about the problematic reality of social exclusion, very little,
if any, attention is paid to social exclusion in the form of citizenship and civic participation. Therefore,
in light of these considerations, Holistic-systemic modeling of the phenomenon and interventions is
needed for creating a more integrated and coordinated system of political and pedagogical strategies
(see [68,213]). This need is further exemplified by the results of a recent Finnish study which argued
that the processes of social segregation and exclusion are growing even within a Nordic welfare
state, and that schools are not immune to socio-economic polarization [214]. That is why education,
employment, and citizenship are interrelated key elements of an effective holistic modeling of tackling
social exclusion. This paper offers an extensive tentative framework of social sustainability for thinking
through these burning societal issues. In relation to many previous conceptualizations of alleviating
social exclusion, we want to emphasize an understanding of social exclusion and its mechanisms that
is more profound in depth and width.

Social exclusion has numerous and complex consequences, both in an individual’s life course and
in society. At a micro-social level, it often expresses itself as a state of affairs with multiple problems
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concerning living, human relationships, health, and morals. People’s psychosocial problems, shown in
individual life courses, are intertwined with macro-social factors, such as structural unemployment,
cultural disintegration and the disarray of socialization. On a macro-social level, the consequences of
social exclusion are about the conditions of social order in general.

Knowledge of causalities and the effectiveness of intervention play an essential role in the
development of adequate political and pedagogical strategies [39]. Because micro- and macro-social
factors intertwine within complex processes of social inclusion/exclusion, it is challenging to create
models for causal explanation, and, therefore, it is difficult to systematically develop interventions
for the alleviation of social exclusion and the promotion of social inclusion in people’s life courses.
Both country-specific and cross-national research on the topic is needed to better illuminate the complex
mechanisms of the phenomenon and to develop relevant counterforces, using holistic-systemic modeling.

Successful contribution to the young generation’s well-being has positive social consequences.
Support for children, young people, and families with children strengthens economic and social
development, the functionality of democratic social order, security and peace in society [89] (pp. 121–122,
140–141). Holistic-systemic modeling from the viewpoint of social sustainability aims to solve the
problem of fragmentation and disharmony of the welfare system, expressing itself as fragmentation
of information and planning, the inconsistency of development, and uncoordinated administration.
Political governance of the alleviation plays an important role therein, consisting of coordinated
administration, adequate legislation, and political guidance, cooperation between the public, private
and third sector, as well as systematic research and development activities (see [215]). Sustainable social
development, internal security and social stability consist of numerous different elements, such as the
mechanisms of social exclusion and its counterforces. There are good reasons to integrate pedagogical
counterforces to the political strategies and programs.

Some potential limitations of this study could be described as regional and practical in nature.
There are conclusions about the necessity of integrating pedagogical counterforces to political programs
and strategies. While we believe that these should apply universally, there might be practical obstacles,
for example outside the Nordic welfare states or in poorer countries, to implement the necessary
pedagogical resources to tackle the social exclusion of young people. Future studies should therefore
focus on the feasibility and plausibility of these kinds of country- and context-specific solutions as
well as on risk and protective factors of social exclusion, particularly from the perspective of the social
sustainability framework. Furthermore, all the research data used in this study is, as always, incomplete
and open to different interpretations. This, however, is a perpetual problem of scientific inquiry.

6.2. Towards a Non-Excluding Society

What is needed for a non-excluding society? Such a society may be a utopia, but there are many
good reasons to strive toward it. There are several important points we should consider in fulfilling
this duty, such as research on mechanisms of social exclusion, systematic development of adequate
political and pedagogical strategies, investing in children and young people economically, and the
concept of responsible society. Pedagogical counterforces against young people’s social exclusion
concern educational practices that provide intellectual, emotional and moral resistance against school
dropout and unemployment and promote social participation and an active lifestyle as a citizen
(see e.g., [216,217]); in this paper these aspects of educational dropout, unemployment and citizenship
are all advocated not only as components of social exclusion but also as requisite considerations for
a socially sustainable society.

6.3. Responsible Society

It is essential to consider the social exclusion of young people as a discrepancy between individuals
and society. Unfortunately, it is relatively common to look at the problem in a one-sided way, as a fault
of the young person, without paying attention to the role of society. We tend to ask what is wrong in
the young people because they exclude themselves from society, rather than asking what is wrong
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in the society because it allows such exclusion to occur. Instead of correcting only the person, social
innovations aiming to correct the society are also needed. Society is responsible for fighting against the
social exclusion of young people. Education is a critical element of this struggle.

Responsible society is a non-excluding society and a socially sustainable society. We argue that first
and foremost in the agenda of this kind of society should be the dignity of human beings. This moral
consideration is reflected and affirmed legally, for example, in the “life of dignity” statement of “Section
19—The right to social security” in The Constitution of Finland [218] (p. 4). Could it be possible that at
the heart of socially sustainable and non-excluding future societies there should be the value of human
dignity rather than any other agendas? Could it be that we need to shift our political paradigm to
begin at the uniqueness and dignity of each and every human life? Beginning with such a paradigm,
we can then calculate other costs that are also meaningful to functioning human societies.
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