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Background 
 
As part of the ‘Youth Speaks’ consultation exercise, the Health Development Officer 
(HDO) from Keystone Development Trust (KDT) separately interviewed five young 
people aged between 13 and 18 years.  The one to one interviews were part of a wider 
consultation exercise undertaken by Keystone during February 2005.   
 
The research question formulated was “What is it like to live in Thetford as a young 
person?”  Prior to the interviews, the HDO and Keystone’s Community Development 
Worker prepared a list of semi-structured questions in order to be able to explore this 
question further and to stimulate discussion around this subject. 
 
The interviews were held with five teenagers who shall be referred to here after as 
participants a,b,c,d and e.  Three of the participants were female and two were male.   
All participants lived in Thetford.  Three of the teenagers were born in Thetford and 
two had moved to Thetford from elsewhere.  One of the participants was Portuguese 
and had lived in Thetford for five years.  All the participants lived on the West 
Thetford estates in social housing.  Their parents had occupations such as factory 
worker, educational assistant, driver and food processor.  Three of the interviews were 
held in the Keystone Resource Centre on the Abbey estate and for convenience two 
were held in the interviewees’ own homes.  Written permission was obtained from 
parents to interview the children who were under eighteen years old.  Each interview 
lasted for approximately one hour and was recorded and transcribed by the HDO.  The 
passages listed in italics are the participants’ own words.   
 
 
Limitations of the Interviews 
 
Although interviews with five people cannot be said to be representative of the 
‘youth’ of Thetford, as part of a triangulated approach to the consultation exercise, 
one-to-one interviews were considered appropriate and indeed proved to be a source 
of rich and highly illuminating material.   
 
 
MAIN FINDINGS 
 
About the Participants 
 
Four of the participants are in full time education.  Two of these are in the sixth form.  
A fifth participant is in full time employment and is also undertaking a vocational 
course at college one day per week which is work-related.  The students that are in the 
sixth form both have part-time cleaning jobs ranging from 10-15 hours per week 
which they undertake after school.   
 
All of the participants live with their families and all have siblings.  Two of them have 
step-fathers.  The average family size is 4.5 ranging from four to seven people.  Three 
of the five participants have other family members living on the same estate as them 
or nearby including grandparents, aunties, uncles and cousins.    The fourth does not 
have relatives living nearby but has relatives living in another part of Norfolk.  The 
Portuguese family does not have any relatives living nearby.  The average time the 
participants have lived in Thetford is ten years ranging from 16 years to one year.  
Participant d has previously lived in London and participant e has lived in Portugal.   
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About Living In Thetford 
 
When asked what the participants like best about living in Thetford, all of them, when 
coaxed, found something positive to mention.  Responses included: 
 
 Like having friends and family around 
 Like having a McDonalds and a Sainsburys 
 Nice countryside 
 Everyone is friendly 
 Like how the Sports Centre lets them play football on their grass 

  
Participant d who has previously lived in London said: 
 

“I do like the fact that it’s a more close knit and friendly environment and you can 
just walk out of your door and you’ll just be going into town and people will say hello.  

In London, it’s more everybody into themselves, just going on about their business.  
It’s more busy”. 

 
The question regarding what they like least about living in Thetford, however, caused 
quite a lot of discussion and strong views.  All the participants considered that one of 
the biggest problems in Thetford is that there is nothing to do for teenagers.  Each 
participant individually expressed varying frustrations and concerns about the lack of 
facilities and activities for them.  When asked what they would like to do, bowling 
and being able to go to a cinema were the most popular responses.   Participant b also 
said: 
 
“I’d like to go somewhere where we can get something nice to eat and drink and have 
a chat.  Like a little café or something.  But the cafes, they close at 5 o’clock.  It would 

be nice to have a bowling alley or somewhere we could just go and hang out.  Fair 
enough it would cost more money but it would keep people out of trouble.  If we didn’t 

have a place to go and sit (referring to their own homes), we would probably just 
roam the streets and get asked what we were doing all the time so we just sit at home 

and don’t get accused all the time”. 
 
The two participants who had moved to Thetford from elsewhere both expressed deep 
concern about the levels of racism in Thetford.  Participant e who was Portuguese told 
that he had witnessed various forms of racist behaviour including name calling and 
assaults.  He regularly sees this on the estate where he lives and at school.  He feels 
negatively about living in Thetford and expressed it as:  
 

“I don’t think there’s anything good about living in Thetford.  I don’t like the racist 
people I don’t understand it myself.  I think about it a lot”. 

 
Participant d also expressed a deep dislike of some attitudes she encounters.  She 
expressed it as 
 
“The problem for me is the narrow-mindedness of a lot of people – it’s unbelievable.  
I’m used to a lot of different cultures living in London and learning about different 

cultures.  I just don’t see a difference, apart from cultures.  Also the Portuguese being 
called ‘pork & cheese’.  It’s usually young boys.  That’s my main concern here, it’s 

the racism”. 
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When asked what they thought other people thought of Thetford, this evoked 
interesting responses.  Participant a described her feelings: 
 

“They think Thetford’s a rough area.  But it’s not. When I’m at college people say 
where are you from?  Sometimes I feel ashamed to say I’m from Thetford.  I shouldn’t 

say that, I shouldn’t be like that.  There’s far worse places”. 
 
Participant b confirmed this.  She said: 
 

“If you say you are from Thetford, people start looking at you, especially if you say 
you are from Abbey Farm, they run a mile.  I think they’ve heard a lot of stories, like 

that Portuguese thing that went on in town”. 
 
When asked if they thought they would stay living in Thetford as adults, the 
participants who were born in Thetford all said that they thought they probably would 
stay living in Thetford even if they lived away for a while.  Participant b said: 
 

“Yes, I think I might want to move to another area in Thetford,  
like the Ladies estate or Fairfields”. 

 
The two participants who were not born in Thetford however, both said very firmly 
that they would not remain living here.    Participant d said: 
 

“No.  The reason being because of the racism I’ve encountered and I am  
more of a city person.  A lot of people in Thetford seem to think they 

 are hard but they wouldn’t last a minute in London”. 
 
 
About Their Lifestyles 
 
The participants were asked what they like to watch on the TV.  All five of them 
mentioned ‘Hollyoaks’ as being one of their favourite programmes followed closely 
by ‘Friends’.  Other favourites were Eastenders, action films and comedy 
programmes.    
 
All of the participants seemed to have eclectic tastes in music.  Performers mentioned 
were Ashley Simpson and Mario.  R&B seemed to be the most popular type of music 
and three out of the five participants had bought Eminem’s latest album.   
 
One of the areas of interest was regarding what the participants did in the evenings.   
Participants b and d both work for three hours after school on weekdays.  Regardless 
of age, the main response seemed to be that they either stay at home or visit their 
friends’ homes to socialise and watch videos.  Some said they play on their 
Playstations.  All felt that because there was nothing to do in the evenings in the town, 
they have little choice but to meet at and ‘hang around’ at each others’ homes.  One 
participant told that he likes to play sport, especially football, after school.  This was 
the only participant who mentioned exercise and physical activity. 
 
The main barrier to attending activities outside Thetford was the lack of transport to 
other places.  One participant described it: 
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“You can’t get out of Thetford.  If you want to go in the evening the last train back 
from Norwich is 9.50pm so you have to get a taxi.  A taxi costs a fortune.  I never get 

the chance to go anywhere else because I’ve never got the money”. 
 
All the participants regarded the weekends as a time to chill out and relax.  Most said 
that they watch TV on Saturday mornings then go into town on Saturday afternoons.  
The older participants told that they like to go to parties in each others houses in the 
evening and if their parents were away, they would have friends around.  Participant a 
said: 
 

“If someone’s got a free house, we go round there and it’s just nice that we have 
somewhere to go.  We sit talking and get nibbles.  We have to make our own 

entertainment”. 
 
The Portuguese interviewee was the only participant who said that they did things 
together as a family at the weekend.  He told: 
 

“For lunch we go to the Red Lion.  After we have lunch they have a disco  
for young people.  We always go as a family”. 

 
Sundays are regarded as a day for lazing around by all and watching TV especially the 
Eastenders omnibus.  Again, the Portuguese participant told that on Sundays he would 
play sport or cards with his family, then they cook and eat together.   
 
The participants were each asked how much money they had per week to spend.  The 
average amount of disposable income per week was around £40 ranging from £10-
£50.  Pocket money received ranged from £10-£50 per week and the participants who 
were earning wages through their part-time or full time employment have an average 
of £48 per week.  Only two of the five reported to save a little money each week.  All 
five of the interviewees had mobile phones.  There was no evidence of monetary 
disadvantage with this group of participants.   
 
When asked what they like to spend their money on, the favourite answers were 
clothes and CDs.  Participants a and b summed it up: 
 

“We buy clothes and CDs.  It just seems to go.  There’s nothing to spend it on yet it 
always seems to go.  Because we’re always sitting in, we get take-a-ways, or nibbles.  

Then if you go down town during the day, you spend money.  It does add up.  I, at 
least, buy a CD a week”. 

 
When asked how they got around, the most popular responses were they walk around 
Thetford, they take the train to Norwich or take the bus to Bury St Edmunds.  Their 
parents quite often provided lifts.  One participant had a boyfriend who owned a car.  
The older participants could not get served in many of the pubs in Thetford but one in 
particular was their favourite which they went to, primarily to join in with the 
karaoke.   
 
 
About Their Health 
 
All five participants considered that they were healthy, yet when asked what they 
liked to eat, their favourites were chips, McDonalds and pizza.  None of the 
participants liked to cook for themselves and Participant a said:  
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“My mum went away for three weeks and how we survived was the McDonalds way.  
My skin was getting really bad.  But if there is fruit in the house, I will eat it.  I will 

eat vegetables too”. 
 
Interestingly though, when asked how they will keep healthy in the future, all five 
mentioned that they would try to eat more fruit and vegetables.  One was considering 
joining a gym when she was seventeen as this was the minimum age requirement.  
None of them smoked and seemed quite against the idea.  Participant b summed it up: 
 
“My mum smokes a hell of a lot.  Looking at her and how she’s always coughing and 

how people always get that yellow teeth, I don’t want to be like that”. 
 
When asked about alcohol, Bacardi Breezers, Southern Comfort and alcopops were 
the favourite choices.  The sixteen year olds told that it was difficult to get served in 
the local pubs as a lot of places now ask for ID.  If they have parties in their own 
homes, they like to take alcopops or vodka with them.  However, it should be said that 
all of the participants interviewed seemed to have a sensible approach towards alcohol 
and drugs.   
 
 
About Their Future 
 
Views were mixed about their future aspirations.  When questioned further, their 
GCSE attainments were below average but three of the older participants had chosen 
to stay on in the sixth form at school.  When asked if they would consider university 
or college in the future, the participants did not seem well informed about their 
choices.  Yet, when asked about what jobs they would like to do, their aspirations 
were high with occupations such as film critic, having own business and being a 
lawyer mentioned.   There seemed to be a knowledge gap between what they would 
like to do and how they could achieve it.  Only Participant e (who was Portuguese) 
seemed to have a clear idea of what he would have to achieve.   
 
One question was regarding who they would most like to be like.  Immediate 
responses were popular celebrities such as Jennifer Lopez but when quizzed further, 
three of them mentioned their own family members such as their mothers or 
grandmothers.   
 
The conversation started with:   
 
“Jennifer Lopez.  I’d like to have her lifestyle just for one day to see what it was like.  
To see what stress they really do go under and what they do every day.  Or I’d like to 

have an outlook on life like Kelly Osbourne – she doesn’t care about anything”. 
 
and:  

“I would like to be like a football player, like Renaldo. 
They get paid a lot of money and they are doing something they like”. 

but soon developed into: 
 

“I’d like to be like my nan – she is so caring – she was really strong when my 
grandad died and she didn’t let any of us down or anything.  I’d like to think I’d be 

like that one day” 
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and: 
 

“I’d like to be like my mum - she raised us on her own till my brother was 10.  She 
struggled to do it but she raised us really well.  I’d like to be like that.  She’s gone 

through lots of ill health problems like that – she’s really great”. 
 
Finally, the interviewees were asked what we, at Keystone, could do to improve 
things for young people in Thetford. 
 
The overwhelming response was to have more things for younger people to do such as 
a cinema or bowling alley.  Another considered that better sports facilities were 
needed and another suggested that they would like somewhere to go where they can 
relax and socialise.  One participant however, made a very poignant social 
observation:   
 

“Thetford is divided into two parts.  The really poor people and the rich parts.  The 
really poor people live from my school downwards.  I think you should mix up people 

a bit.  They don’t get mixed up enough”. 
 
 
Recommendations For Further Research 
 
The interviews gave a fascinating insight into life for younger people in Thetford and 
has highlighted several important issues that would benefit from further research.   
 
 There was a consensus that there was a lack of activities and facilities for younger 

people and workshops could be undertaken to determine exactly what facilities 
young people would like to see in their town.   

 
 The participants reported their experience of racial tensions within the town and 

further research could be developed to explore these issues further. Any research 
undertaken would have to be managed sensitively however, in order not to 
increase any existing tensions. 

 
 Transport is always an issue for rural areas and the interviewees expressed 

frustration at the lack of transport in the evenings.  Further research may help to 
identify if public transport could be extended to run later in the evenings or 
weekends or if a car sharing scheme may be introduced.   

 
 Healthy eating and physical activity should be promoted wherever possible, 

especially in the evenings or out of school hours.  Permitting gym membership at 
a younger age than seventeen may be one way of promoting a healthy lifestyle and 
further research with local businesses may highlight opportunities for this.   

 
 
The HDO is grateful to all the participants for their invaluable help with this 
consultation. 
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