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Prologue

The research presented in this book unofficially commenced on 3 August 
2012. On that day, I arrived in Suva, Fiji, for a 10-month stint working 
for the local office of an international nongovernmental organisation 
(NGO). Through the Australian Youth Ambassadors for Development 
program, I was employed in a research, training and evaluation capacity 
on a project that aimed to improve the livelihood opportunities for peri-
urban and rural youth who were unemployed and had varying levels of 
education. During this period, I not only worked on the particulars of the 
project but also was exposed to a network of youth activists and advocates 
attempting to address a range of issues that young people faced in Fiji and 
throughout the Pacific region.

Through my work, I became aware of the multiple and compounding 
issues that young people in the Pacific face to actualise their livelihood, 
leadership and civic engagement potential. The challenges these young 
people faced were typically siloed and essentialised: unemployment, 
idleness, teenage pregnancy, and so on—each a genuine issue to confront. 
The more knowledgeable I became about these issues, the more it appeared 
to me that there was a pattern in how these problems were identified and 
how it was proposed they should be addressed. Policy papers were written 
and development projects were funded.

The quality of these interventions and the extent to which there was 
genuine  commitment to their success varied. When each intervention 
resulted in less-than-perfect outcomes, they were discontinued or reframed. 
There is nothing new or unusual about this; it is common practice in 
public policy and the development sector (Andrews et al. 2015; Cornwall 
and Rivas 2015; Wong 2003). Rather than reflecting on how challenging 
it is to address youth livelihood and development issues, however, I began 
to consider that the reasons the same issues were discussed decade on 
decade and interventions did not achieve their intended goals were the 
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essentialisation of each issue and the failure of interventions to go beyond 
paper commitments. This was how the seeds were planted for my decision 
to formally research youth livelihoods, leadership and civic engagement in 
Oceania. It was also where I first began to form my conceptual framework 
for understanding these issues through a ‘holistic livelihoods’ approach 
and to develop the contention that young Pacific peoples’ lives are marked 
by their ‘structural minimisation’—two concepts that I discuss further in 
the book proper.
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