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Young people make up almost a fifth of 
the world’s population. Close to 85 per cent of
the 1.061 billion young men and women
between the ages of 15 and 24 live in develop-
ing countries; Asia accounts for the majority,
with 60 per cent of the total, while another 
15 per cent call Africa home, and approximate-
ly 10 per cent reside in Latin America and the
Caribbean. The remaining 15 per cent of youth
live in developed countries and regions.

Many of the world’s young people are doing well. They grow up in cohe-
sive, caring societies that prepare them for a responsible and productive
existence. Today’s youth are better educated than ever before and have
acquired an unprecedented level of knowledge of the world around them.
In addition, they are arguably the healthiest group of people ever to have
lived on earth. Young people stand at the threshold of a promising future,
poised for leadership at the family, economic and societal levels.

Alongside these achievements and optimistic hopes exists a parallel
reality that is far less pleasant and increasingly pervasive. Many young peo-
ple continue to suffer poverty, discrimination and inequality, and far too
great a number still lack access to proper education and health services.
Most of those who become infected with HIV/AIDS are in their teens or
early twenties. Some fall prey to early pregnancy or become involved in
drug abuse and delinquency. In many areas, rampant unemployment dulls
their ambition and undermines morale, and civil conflict can have a partic-
ularly devastating effect on the young.

The present publication seeks to address these two themes that char-
acterize youth, exploring the hope, ambition and potential that exists in this
context, while at the same time examining the elements of vulnerability,
danger and lost opportunities.

This review of the global situation of young people is based on the
findings of the Expert Group Meeting on Global Priorities for Youth, held in
Helsinki from 6 to 10 October 2002. Organized by the United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs in collaboration with the
Ministry of Education of Finland, the Meeting brought together a multidis-
ciplinary group of participants from Government, academia, youth organi-
zations and the United Nations to address all aspects of young people’s
lives in today’s complex world and to identify new directions for effective
youth policy. Sincere appreciation goes to the Government of Finland for
its financial support of this endeavour.
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The outline of this book is based on the World Programme of Action
for Youth to the Year 2000 and Beyond (available at www.un.org/youth).
This United Nations blueprint for youth action encompasses the principal set
of guidelines for youth policies to be implemented by the Organization’s
Member States. Adopted by the General Assembly in 1995, the Programme
focuses on ten areas targeted for national policy attention and provides a
framework for measuring and evaluating achievements. These areas of con-
cern are addressed in part one of the present publication. 

Part two of this book highlights five new priority issues that have
emerged since the adoption of the World Programme of Action almost 
a decade ago. In the mid-1990s, few could have predicted the enormous
impact globalization, information and communication technologies,
HIV/AIDS, conflict and intergenerational relations would have on
young people.

The World Youth Report 2003 intended to contribute to the devel-
opment of strategies that give young people everywhere a real opportu-
nity to become independent and responsible global citizens. As stated
by the Secretary-General on the occasion of International Youth Day, 12
August 2003:

“Young people should never be seen as a burden 
on any society, but as its most precious asset.” �
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This introduction is provided to create a general 

context for the different chapters in the publication.1

It focuses on four particular areas, including the 

normative basis of global youth policy, the meaning

of youth as a transitional concept, the reasons for

considering global issues specifically in terms of how

they relate to youth, and current trends emerging in

the global youth policy discourse. This chapter also

reviews the history of United Nations youth themes

and priorities, explains how the World Programme of

Action for Youth functions as a policy framework, and

outlines the prospects for, and possibilities deriving

from, a global youth policy.

Priorities for
OVERVIEW:
Global
Youth
Policies
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This publication provides an overview of the global situation of young 

people. Its purpose is to highlight the major challenges and opportunities youth

are presented with today and to review key global youth issues. The publication’s

15 chapters highlight particular areas of concern and derive from the collection of

papers presented at the United Nations Expert Group Meeting on Global Priorities

for Youth, held in Helsinki from 6 to 10 October 2002. The first 10 chapters focus

on the priority areas identified by the World Programme of Action for Youth to the

Year 2000 and Beyond, adopted by the General Assembly in 1995. The remaining

five chapters address some of the newer issues that were later identified as addi-

tional priorities for youth and were adopted by the United Nations Commission for

Social Development in 2003.

Young people between the ages of 15 and 24 total almost 1.1 billion

and constitute 18 per cent of the global population. Youth and children

together, including all those aged 24 years and below, account for nearly 40

per cent of the world’s population.

Young people face many challenges today. Although in some parts of the

world they are better educated than ever before, 133 million youth remain illiter-

ate. Young people must also deal with increasing insecurity in the labour market;

they now comprise 41 per cent of the world’s unemployed. Some 238 million

youth live on less than $1 per day. An average of 6,000-7,000 young people

become infected with HIV daily. Girls and young women continue to face dis-

crimination and violence and in many parts of the world lack access to reproduc-

tive health services. Young people are also involved in armed conflict, with esti-

mates indicating a total of more than 300,000 child soldiers around the world.

Young people can be dynamic agents of social change, taking an active

role in combating these problems, but they must be given the right tools to work

with. The United Nations has long recognized that the world’s youth are a resource

for the advancement of societies; indeed, they are often the leaders of social,

political and technological developments. Young women and young men should

be seen not as a problem but as a force for change, and in keeping with this per-

spective, youth policy should be viewed not so much as a means of addressing

problems associated with young people but as a means of ensuring their partici-

pation in the building of their communities and societies. 

According to Ola Stafseng, an operational youth policy model includes

three components or dimensions:2 (a) national youth policies, which are by nature

cross-sectoral; (b) cross-sectoral youth policies, which must be integrated and

coordinated by bodies in the public and civic spheres; and (c) public youth poli-

cies, which should be conveyed through programmes, plans of action and other

such vehicles at the State level. A new subdimension that might be incorporated

into the third category is youth policies formulated by global communities and

actors, including youth-oriented local and international NGOs.3 The role of the

2
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United Nations is to replicate and promote these dimensions, in line with its pri-

orities, and to take the initiative in making youth policy truly global.

This youth policy structure presents a positive challenge for youth

research, as a new kind of expertise is required that combines academic research

and applied empirical analysis with active social participation in the development

of youth policy and youth work at the national and international levels. This indi-

cates the need for continuous dialogue between different actors in the youth field.

One possible problem may relate to the dominance of a particular

research perspective; even the authors of the present chapter have an inherently

youth-research-oriented4 and Nordic5—and therefore quite Western—analytical

approach. There is a risk that the interpretation of youth issues and needs could

become one-sided, and that a youth agenda could be built on the basis of expe-

riences in developed countries and the Western conceptual mechanism. This

would be especially ironic, given that 85 per cent of the world’s young people live

in developing countries;6 this simple demographic factor alone is enough to

define global youth policy as being fundamentally a question of development.

The key instrument of global youth policy is the World Programme of Action for

Youth to the Year 2000 and Beyond,7 adopted by the United Nations General

Assembly in 1995—the tenth anniversary of the International Youth Year. The

World Programme of Action signified the intensification of the United Nations’

commitment to young people, and an international response to the call for more

effective strategies aimed at meeting the needs of youth and addressing the chal-

lenges they would encounter in the next millennium. It seeks to empower young

people and promote their participation in all areas of society. At a more practical

level, it contains guidelines for the development of national youth policies and for

the monitoring and evaluation of results.

The normative basis for youth policy is broadly rooted in the overall pur-

poses and principles of the United Nations, and the fundamental basis of such pol-

icy is the United Nations Charter. The purposes of the United Nations, as set forth

in the Charter, are to maintain international peace and security; to develop friend-

ly relations among nations; to cooperate in solving international economic, social,

cultural and humanitarian problems and in promoting respect for human rights

and fundamental freedoms; and to be a centre for harmonizing the actions of

nations in the attainment of these ends.8 In the 1990s, the Secretary-General of

the United Nations condensed these objectives into three key themes: peace,

development and democracy.9

A close look at the historical development of the United Nations youth

agenda indicates the relevance of the three fundamental Charter-based themes to

youth policies. Starting in 1965,10 peace became the theme most closely con-

nected with youth policy; in subsequent decades participation and development

were also recognized as key themes of a global youth policy.11 The General
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Assembly designated 1985 International Youth Year and identified the goals of

participation, development and peace as priorities. These three interrelated

themes continue to reflect the overall objectives of World Programme of Action.12

The International Youth Year established a baseline for social and political think-

ing on youth matters and, most importantly, pointed States and communities in a

specific direction that allowed them to demonstrate their concern for their young

people in concrete terms and to enable youth themselves to influence the course

of their own lives.13

The declarations and programmes of United Nations global conferences

constitute another normative basis for global youth policy. The priority areas of

the World Programme of Action built upon the policies introduced at summits and

conferences held in the early 1990s.14 For example, the United Nations

Conference on Environment and Development (Rio de Janeiro, June 1992) pro-

vided an impetus to target the environment as one priority area in the Programme,

and the Fourth World Conference on Women (Beijing, September 1995) helped

lead to the inclusion of a priority area focusing on girls and young women. The

World Summit for Social Development (Copenhagen, March 1995) contributed to

the identification of a number of the Programme’s priority areas including educa-

tion, employment, health, and hunger and poverty. 

The ten priorities of the World Programme of Action, clearly reflecting

the global agenda established by various international instruments, include

the following:

• Education

• Employment

• Hunger and poverty

• Health

• Environment

• Drug abuse

• Juvenile delinquency

• Leisure-time activities

• Girls and young women

• Participation

The global agenda has continued to evolve since the adoption of the World

Programme of Action, and additional youth policy themes have emerged. The United

Nations Millennium Summit, the General Assembly special sessions on HIV/AIDS

and Children, the Second World Assembly on Ageing, and several follow-up confer-

ences to the world summits have been held since the original priorities were estab-

lished, and these new developments have led to an expansion of the normative

basis of global youth policy, reflected in the following five additional priorities

(adopted by the United Nations Commission for Social Development in 2003):
4



• Globalization

• Information and communication technologies (ICT)

• HIV/AIDS

• Conflict prevention

• Intergenerational relations

Priorities such as those listed above raise questions about the relevance

of articulating youth issues on a global level. How well do these priorities apply to

the youth of the world, who comprise many different subgroups rather than a sin-

gle demographic entity? This question makes an analysis of life transitions and the

life course extremely relevant.

Within the United Nations System, and in all its statistics and indicators, young

people are identified as those between the ages of 15 and 24. It is assumed that

youth, as a phase of life, takes place within these boundaries. Young people are

grouped together to form a sort of statistical entity, which makes it possible to

produce comparative data. These boundaries are not static, however.

Youth, as a concept, varies from culture to culture and from one society to

another. Alice Schlegel and Barry Herbert15 in an anthropological publication

based on some 200 different field studies, describe transition rites16 in pre-indus-

trial societies.17 The two authors found that in more than half of the societies stud-

ied, the progression from childhood to youth, especially for boys, involved some

systematic rite of passage. These rites have symbolic significance in that, simply

by participating in them, an individual achieves a new status and position. It is

also a matter of genuine community action; the new status gains validity only

through community recognition.

Life-course rituals are also present in complex societies, although the

arrangements are not as clearly defined as in pre- and non-industrial societies.

Age group boundaries have become blurred in Western culture. This is often

believed to be related to the homogenizing—but simultaneously individualiz-

ing—effects of universal education and popular-culture consumerism. The

boundaries defining the transition from childhood to youth and from youth to

adulthood are shifting, and the crossover into each new stage is now manifest-

ed in different ways than before.18 The ritualized events marking the progression

from youth to adulthood are changing and losing their earlier significance, as an

individual’s status and position do not change with the partial rituals of the con-

sumer culture in a way that classical ritual theory would define as signalling a

clear transition.19
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This confusing and sometimes contradictory20 landscape notwithstanding,

the idea of transition, or the theory of life-course transitions, is a viable mecha-

nism through which the nature of contemporary youth and the process of becom-

ing an adult can be understood and described. The ritual transition theory thus

has a contemporary utility in both a United Nations and a broader context. From

an economic and social perspective, youth is a special phase of life between child-

hood and adulthood. Richard Curtain gives the concept a bit more depth,21 assert-

ing that youth is a complex interplay of personal, institutional and macroeconom-

ic changes that most young people (other than those in wholly traditional soci-

eties) have to negotiate. Globalization is reshaping life-phase transitions and rela-

tions between generations,22 and the changes that young people must negotiate

do not occur as predictably as in the past. Defining youth globally according to

some exact age range is therefore an awkward task. The age range 15-24 is often

used by the United Nations and others for statistical purposes, but in many cases

this distinction is too narrow.23 In some developed countries, for example, the

male transition to adulthood, in terms of achieving the economic and social sta-

bility that comes with steady employment, may extend into the late twenties. For

some men in developed countries who have not completed secondary school, the

transition to stable work could take up to around age 35.24

Curtain does not directly promote van Gennep’s ritual theory but address-

es different dimensions of youth transitions. He suggests that it is possible in

many societies to identify four distinct aspects of young people’s movement from

dependence to independence, as follows: (a) leaving the parental home and

establishing new living arrangements; (b) completing full-time education; (c) form-

ing close, stable personal relationships outside of the family, often resulting in

marriage and children; and (d) testing the labour market, finding work and possi-

bly settling into a career, and achieving a more or less stable livelihood. According

to Curtain, this characterization applies to both developed and developing coun-

tries; demonstrating the capacity to contribute to the economic welfare of the fam-

ily is a key stage in the journey to adulthood.25 These transitions are intercon-

nected; leaving home and setting up one’s own personal economy require an

independent source of income, and to reach this stage a young person generally

has to have acquired qualifications and to have succeeded in demonstrating his

or her skill in the labour market or some equivalent subsection of society.

Young people, when faced with uncertain employment prospects and

financial insecurity, are likely to avoid establishing stable personal relationships,

postpone marriage, and/or put off having or accepting responsibility for children.

More extreme social behaviour in response to limited or non-existent economic

prospects may include engagement in illegal activities such as drug trafficking, vio-

lent crime or gang warfare. Poor economic prospects may also contribute to anti-

social behaviour, including exposing others to the spread of HIV/AIDS through the

practice of unsafe sex.26
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The outline presented by Curtain, which can be called the transition

model, exposes the problems of moving from one developmental phase to anoth-

er, in particular those challenges relating to the fundamental 

life questions faced by young people growing up in developed countries. 

The role of youth policy in this sort of framework is to create favourable condi-

tions for success by preparing young people for the roles and responsibilities of

adulthood.27 If this concept is tied to the idea that childhood and youth are valu-

able stages of life rather than just instrumental way stations on the journey to

adulthood, the model takes on a whole new meaning. Youth policy then becomes

not only a source of guidance towards adulthood, sent down from above, but a

means of providing or ensuring the requirements for a safe and productive life for

children and young citizens.28 This entails viewing children and young people as

subjects in every respect, not only at the personal level but in society as well, par-

ticipating in decision-making and the debates surrounding it.

What sort of society does the transition model apply to? It appears to pre-

sume the existence of established labour markets, but what about the labour mar-

ket structure in developing countries, where 85 per cent of the world’s young peo-

ple live? If there are not established labour markets, are there transitions? In other

words, how does this model relate to societies whose members do not automati-

cally think of their lives in terms of settling into a career, as do educated middle-

class people in Europe and the United States, for example? The limits and possi-

bilities of a transitional perspective must be considered.

Curtain acknowledges that the transition model “is focused on developed

countries and therefore needs further elaboration to take into account other coun-

tries.”29 The relevant issue in these sorts of interpretations of youth is that the gen-

eral problem of transitions relates specifically to the process of becoming inde-

pendent. This idea is clearly expressed in the Jordan Human Development Report

2000, which places emphasis on the series of transitions “from adolescence to

adulthood, from dependence to independence, and from being recipients of soci-

ety’s services to becoming contributors to national economic, political, and cul-

tural life.”30 Viewed in this context, becoming independent is one of the most sig-

nificant aspects of youth; moving from the childhood home to one’s own place,

letting go of one’s parents and acquiring a spouse, and making choices after one’s

compulsory education regarding continuing education and/or career moves are all

part of one of the most dramatic life changes a person experiences.

Youth policy ties into this process, since raising young people to make the

right choices and take effective control of their own lives and social commitments

constitute one of society’s highest priorities in terms of ensuring its preservation

and development. The need for a youth-specific policy arises since it is not a ques-

tion of protecting children or helping adults who have already achieved some per-

manent position in their work and have families to care for, but of supporting the

life processes in between.
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In general, therefore, the definition of youth as the period of transition

from dependence to independence relates to all societies and could serve as one

of the fundamental principles of the United Nations global agenda. Independence,

in the sense of representing personal autonomy, is part of the Western process of

individualization31 and, as such, is an example of a culturally conditioned rela-

tionship between an individual and society. The world’s customs and cultures can

be classified according to whether they are characterized by a collectivist or an

individualistic nature;32 the more collectively oriented a culture is, the more sen-

sitive the dependence/independence issue tends to be. Although becoming inde-

pendent is the key objective for youth, it is important to remember that children

and young people need solid structures—a societal skeleton—to cling to and

build upon for their growth and stability. Without this social dimension, a young

person’s trust in himself or herself, society, the world and life cannot develop. The

two issues addressed here—trust and independence—are important enough to be

considered foundational concepts underlying the United Nations global agenda.

Trust, as a crucial generic phenomenon of personality development,33

allows a child to be raised as the product of social interaction and later in life is a

precondition for the maintenance of social relationships. Without trust, a person

has no feeling of ontological safety. As Anthony Giddens notes, trust generates the

“leap into faith” needed for practical engagement.34 Releasing the individual from

traditional social restraints is often seen as one of the central features of devel-

opment for modernized and urbanized societies. The notion that it takes a village

to raise children and young people is foreign to the contemporary analysis of post-

modern sociology, which views the village as being, if not entirely extinct, an

endangered species in the new world order being produced by globalization.

However, the idea that identity formation is an individual project cultivated in con-

texts ranging from intimate personal ties to global systems of interaction  is well

in tune with the spirit of modern times. When this contemporary analysis is con-

sidered within the context of the United Nations’ youth agenda, emphasis is

placed on the importance of the issue of trust. Trust is society’s gift to the com-

ing generations.

The concepts addressed above raise questions regarding concrete means

and possibilities for building trust in different parts of the world—for example, in

a situation in which 120 million people migrate from one country to another each

year. Migration patterns such as these break up families and weaken or destroy

organized social structures in unprecedented ways and at an unprecedented rate.

From this perspective, the functional orientation of the World Programme of

Action for Youth to the Year 2000 and Beyond and the direction of the projects

associated therewith36 are pertinent.37 The Programme of Action emphasizes the

social dimensions of life and the importance of community. 

Becoming an independent adult requires a large measure of self-esteem,

but this characteristic is not innate. Countless life-management and self-esteem
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guides are available in the book market, but people cannot manage life; life man-

ages people. Self-esteem grows when one does socially significant things, learns,

and takes care of others.

The transition perspective articulates the issue of when and how young

people achieve the status of becoming fully operational members of society—and

thereby acquire citizenship in all its dimensions. The concept of participation then

becomes relevant;38 embedded in the theme of transition is a link between par-

ticipation and gaining independence. What does globalization mean as the context

for all this, and why should global questions be considered specifically as they

relate to youth?

Young people today are faced with high levels of economic and social uncertain-

ty and volatility.39 In chapter 2, Andy Furlong cites ILO figures indicating that rates

of unemployment tend to be two to three times higher for youth than for adults.40

In chapter 11, Stephen Miles examines how and why young people, perhaps to a

greater extent than any other group, are forced to bear the social costs of global-

ization.41 This trend by itself represents a solid reason for the articulation of a

global youth-specific policy. Miles focuses on globalization as an economic

process and explores its profound social implications. He begins by highlighting

the enormous gaps that exist, noting that the assets of the 200 richest people in

the world are greater than the combined income of more than 2 billion of the

poorest—and the gulf between these two groups continues to grow.42 The news is

not all bad, however. The World Bank reports that low-income developing coun-

tries, with a total of approximately 3 billion people, have shifted their export focus

from primary commodities to manufactured goods and services.43 Between the

mid-1970s and 1998, the share of manufactured items in these countries’ total

exports increased from 25 per cent to more than 80 per cent. Per capita incomes

in these developing countries rose by about 5 per cent per year in the 1990s, with

the number of poor people declining by a not insignificant 125 million between

1990 and 1999.

Juha Suoranta, in the chapter on information and communication tech-

nologies,44 mentions the uneven distribution of social, technological and cultural

resources. He writes that young people live in situations of extreme inequality in

terms of food, health, education, employment and social security. During the

1990s, the world experienced a substantial increase in income inequality, polar-

ization, poverty and social exclusion. These problems, notes Suoranta, are even

more prevalent among youth, and the issue is one of significant proportions, given

that four out of five people under the age of 20 live in developing countries.

Virtually all young people are encountering the uncertainties and risks generated

by economic and cultural globalization, but those with a certain degree of advan-

tage are able to manage the challenges more effectively. As Miles observes,45

there is a group of young, educated, multilingual Europeans who are able to work
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and study in different countries and thus experience a diversity of cultures; how-

ever, the vast majority of young people, especially those from developing coun-

tries, simply do not have such opportunities because they lack suitable skills,

appropriate qualifications or sufficient financial resources.

This finding is in line with S.T. Hettige’s observations46 regarding 

the emergence of a transnational middle class. Hettige sees this new configuration

as one of the most significant social outcomes of the current globalizing tenden-

cies and trends, and argues that this new class, unlike the conventional, nation-

ally rooted middle class, is very much linked to transnational space and therefore

depends greatly on transnational forces for its sustenance and identity. Hettige

maintains that members of the new class tend to be hostile to extreme national-

ist tendencies, which often run counter to the universalistic ideas embedded in

the notion of internationalism.47 According to Hettige, this transnationally orient-

ed middle class does not constitute a homogeneous social stratum; it is com-

prised of diverse elements including business executives in the outward-oriented

commercial sector, the upper layer of the NGO sector, and executives and other

higher-level employees in locally based international agencies, organizations and

institutions. Paradoxically, young activists involved in anti-globalization move-

ments and campaigns for global democracy often have this type of social back-

ground. These young people, travelling around the world for different demonstra-

tions, meetings and social forums, constitute a political force within the interna-

tional youth culture. This is not meant to trivialize such movements, but to sketch

a picture of their social and cultural roots.

Striking paradoxes are also apparent in the situation of girls and young

women within the global youth context. Nutritional and weight-related concerns

are present everywhere but can be manifested in very different ways. The paradox

in this example relates to the fact, pointed out by Helena Helve in chapter 9, “that

girls and young women in developed countries suffer from eating disorders, while

those in developing countries suffer from diseases caused by insufficient food

consumption”.48 This extreme continuum leads to wider thoughts of simultaneous

processes;49 some suffer from the lack of means to meet their basic needs, while

others are not able to decide between all the different means available to them to

meet those needs. In circumstances such as these, are there enough shared plat-

forms or common experiences among young people to bind them together as a

global entity? Modes of living, coping and suffering are quite different in various

part of the world. A collision between lifestyle syndromes in developed countries50

and the lack of provisions for basic needs in developing countries appears

inevitable.

Many of the authors contributing to this publication raise concerns about

gender inequalities. In chapter 1, for example, Lynne Chisholm calls attention to

the gender gaps in primary education enrolment; except in the Arab world, high-

er levels of overall enrolment seem to correlate with greater gender equity.51

According to Richard Curtain, poverty has certain gender-specific consequences.52
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He cites one of the national Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers, which notes that

“poor women are less able to plan families; they have less access to information

on family planning and face higher reproductive risks”.53 In his chapter on health,

Robert Thomson refers to female genital mutilation as one of the most striking

examples of gender-based violence.54 Examining the issue of youth and HIV/AIDS,

Vivian Mercedes Lopez notes that infection rates are increasing much faster

among young women than among young men (the rate is double for young women

in much of Africa).55 This phenomenon is mainly attributable to the fact that girls

and young women are biologically more susceptible to infection, tend to experi-

ence a greater degree of financial insecurity, are often forced to resort to sex work

to survive, are subjected to forced and early marriages, and are victims of rape,

sexual violence and human trafficking.

In the chapter on conflict prevention,56 Laleh Ebrahimian warns that the

continuation of current trends will lead to a surge in the level of conflict in vari-

ous parts of the world, causing problems for the majority of the global population.

She provides a case study of Africa, the poorest continent in the world in terms

of social welfare but one with the potential to reverse that trend through the equi-

table distribution of its rich natural resources. More than half of Africa’s popula-

tion is below the age of 18, compared with about one-quarter in Europe. These

young people will be unable to survive unless serious deficiencies in the health-

care, employment and education sectors and the grave threat posed by infectious

diseases are addressed. Ebrahimian’s conclusion is that these factors obviously

affect the social, political and economic well-being of young people, but that the

situation is unlikely to improve without sustained intervention. She contends that

worldwide violence will continue to escalate unless the underlying causes of the

deep-seated anger, frustration and restlessness are dealt with.

Disparities in living conditions bring the distinctions between developed

and developing countries into clearer focus and raise questions about the concept

of global solidarity. This is a world in which some people suffer from hunger while

others suffer from injuries caused by IT use and poor ergonomics. Do those living

in developed and developing parts of the world have anything in common other

than the fact that they are human beings with human rights? Does this represent

enough of a shared foundation on which to base and develop global youth poli-

cies? What should youth policy in a global context actually include? What does 

it mean in the United Nations context? Is a global youth policy even possible, 

considering the vast diversity and wide disparities between localities, countries

and regions?57

There may seem to be few good reasons to presume the existence of glob-

al youth with unifying social markers, since living conditions are so different

around the world. Swedish and Norwegian youth, for example, have little in com-

mon with Nigerian, Sri Lankan and Ecuadorian youth. There are also the change-

able polarizations in each country inherently embedded within the various social

gaps. These enormous gulfs can be said to exist even against the backdrop of the
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transition model described earlier, in the context of which it was argued that every

young person is confronted with the task of attaining independence according to

culturally relative definitions. The process of striving for adult-level independence

is different in, say, Kazan, Russian Federation, and in Melbourne, Australia.

However, there still appears to be a universal perspective. The common element

shared among all children and youth exists perhaps at the formal level of devel-

opment (in terms of psychology).58 On the societal level this relates to the idea of

socialization; full cognitive development requires quality social interaction. The

concept of socialization provides a framework in which to examine the social con-

ditions surrounding youth at various stages, and to explore how these conditions

facilitate or interfere with the developmental tasks to be achieved. Other dimen-

sions of shared experiences can be sociologically constructed as well, including

the issue of generations.

June Edmunds and Brian Turner have recently examined the contemporary

relevance of the classical Mannheimian theory of generations.59 Their argument is

that extraordinary events such as those that occurred on 11 September 2001 give

rise to the emergence of “global generations”.60 They call the cohort produced by

the traumatic events in New York the “September generation”. The authors

describe a global generational consciousness sustained by mass media sources

with an international reach. Events are local but receive worldwide coverage.

The events of 11 September can be compared to the Vietnam War, 

the Kennedy assassination, and the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, in the sense

that global communication systems created communities of emotions—with far-

reaching effects. This is particularly the case for the post-war baby-boomer gener-

ation and the sixties generation61 within the context of the cultural changes that

occurred in the Western world during the second half of the twentieth century. Is

there a corresponding mechanism that permits a generation, with all its fractions,

to intervene meaningfully in social change? (It should be noted that these frac-

tions may also lead to a global clash of cultures; the present chapter does not

explore this possibility).

The analysis of generations is relevant here; as an element of the general

discourse on youth, the generational model is particularly suitable within the con-

text of the United Nations, which emphasizes an action-oriented approach and rec-

ognizes the active nature and potential of young people (as does the Mannheimian

theory of generations). As noted earlier, a generation may conceivably be fabri-

cated on the basis of the shared traumatic-event experiences of cohorts and

shaped by living conditions. A consciousness and specific ethos is born, and this

triggers action in societies. The result is social change and—ideally—a better

world.

Karl Mannheim makes mention of the fresh contact, or susceptible stage

of development. Generally, between the ages of about 17 and 25, the world views

and attitudes of maturing young people are forming,62 and it is during this period

that human beings feel and experience the changes (traumatic events) in society
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most deeply. How universal a stage this may be is subject to debate,63 but the fact

that it is an acknowledged phenomenon supports the notion that youth is an

important stage in one’s life and lends justification to the call for a youth-specific

agenda for the United Nations.

The theory of global generations articulates the role of global communica-

tion networks in the establishment of generational cohorts. The contention is that

there are consumer items and icons produced and/or mediated by international

media conglomerates that become so widely known that they collectively consti-

tute a dimension of the global youth culture. Shakira, Madonna or World Cup

Football tournaments, for example, become part of the shared youth experience.

What emerges from this is the sense that one is an engaged member of a young

worldwide audience, or a kind of imagined community64 (based, it must be said,

on a very weak thread of shared markers). This perceived bond makes it possible

for young people from different parts of the world, and from different social situ-

ations and backgrounds, to converse and interact as one cohort bound together

by their common interest in the products of popular culture—and by the social

ethics embedded therein.65

The critical question is how far this common generational conscious-

ness actually extends; the answer lies, fundamentally, in whether the widely

disparate origins and situations of those belonging to a particular generation

are balanced by shared experiences and perceived membership in the global

culture. What does all this signify in terms of the content of a global youth poli-

cy? People born within the same historic period do not necessarily share the same

opportunities. Global gaps in income alone create different life chances for the

world’s young people.

The Mannheimian theory asserts that collectively experienced traumatic

events produce generations. There are worldwide catastrophes that produce a

global consciousness at some level. Just as important, however, are the violent

confrontations and internal disputes that never reach the international audience.

Between 1989 and 2000 a total of 111 armed conflicts were reported. As Laleh

Ebrahimian notes, most warfare takes place in the poorest developing countries,

especially in Africa.66 It is estimated that there are 300,000 child soldiers.67 Too

many young people experience these traumatic events under catastrophic condi-

tions, the improvement of which cannot be taken for granted in youth policy.

Stephen Miles notes in chapter 11 that young people’s problems are not

always unique but are often part of a more holistic crisis requiring immediate

action by Governments and international agencies.68 About 3 billion people—

nearly half of the world population—currently have no access to sanitation, and

1.3 billion have no access to clean drinking water.69 These circumstances reflect

a general dimension of the global youth agenda, namely, the need for measures

that address the requirements for basic survival and adequate living conditions.
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Nutrition and health may be examined in this context. According 

to FAO, sub-Saharan Africa continues to have the highest prevalence 

of undernourishment and has experienced the sharpest increase in the number of

undernourished people. Most of this increase derives from Central Africa, where

the proportion of undernourished rose by more than 20 per cent in the 1990s.

Approximately 40 to 60 per cent of the population in sub-Saharan Africa is cur-

rently undernourished.70 In other areas, such as Asia, the food crisis has largely

been resolved, and the situation has improved considerably. Hunger occurs for a

combination of reasons, the foremost of which is poverty. Many countries are not

self-sufficient and cannot afford to buy food from abroad. There are deeply

indebted countries that have only enough to pay the interest on their loans. Poor

governance and widespread corruption exacerbate the situation, as do regional

wars and conflicts; according to FAO, eight of the 18 countries with the highest

incidence of hunger are at war. Meanwhile, the HIV/AIDS epidemic is inflicting

massive damage, wiping out the working-age population in some villages, weak-

ening the fabric of society,71 and driving many young people to engage in criminal

activity and substance abuse.

All the chapters in this publication refer to global inequalities and the grow-

ing gap between rich and poor countries. It is noted, for example, that the poli-

cies of industrialized nations have contributed to the problem of global hunger.

Farmers in developing countries cannot compete in production and work their

way out of poverty because of developed countries’ protectionist policies.

Developed countries provide their own agriculture industries with $350 billion in

subsidies every year,72 which translates into an annual loss of $50 billion in agri-

cultural revenues for developing countries—a figure equivalent to all of the devel-

opment aid being sent to poor countries.73 The EU, which spends about 

70 billion euros per annum on its own agricultural support and regional support

systems, has contributed 60 million euros worth of aid this year to fight hunger 

in Ethiopia.

Perhaps the hunger issue and all of its underlying causes represent an

example of what Stephen Miles refers to as the elements of crisis to which

Governments must respond with immediate and general (rather than youth-spe-

cific) measures. These include debt relief through the Heavily-Indebted Poor

Countries (HIPC) initiative, United Nations development loans, and an increase in

the foreign aid provided by industrialized nations to 0.7 per cent of GNP; this last

measure alone would help reduce the incidence of hunger by half by the year

2015. Andy Furlong’s emphasis (in chapter 2) on the need to create new jobs

rather than just providing training programmes to solve unemployment problems

also calls for what is essentially a generalized solution. It should be noted that the

gap between rich and poor countries is also a matter of power,74 and this should

be acknowledged and factored into global policy development.
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While a broad approach is often called for, it would not be productive to

first address all of the world’s hunger and poverty problems and only then start to

consider global youth policy. The situation of young people could actually consti-

tute one of the key elements in solving these basic problems and keeping them

in the public eye. The relative status of young people and the conditions and cir-

cumstances under which they live, especially in developing countries, could also

serve as indicators on both sides of a youth policy—denoting successes and fail-

ures in terms of policy content and implementation but also demonstrating areas

of need, where and how such a policy must be sharpened, and what its underlined

priorities should be. Youth specificity in relation to the different themes could

even be a key factor in developing solutions (see, for example, the chapters on

the environment, HIV/AIDS, health and drugs in the present publication).

The factors and themes highlighted here promote a broader concept of

globalization, which is all too often perceived exclusively in economic terms.

HIV/AIDS, crime, population and migration, environmental problems, ICT and

commercial entertainment are all global phenomena. The multiple aspects of

globalization raise questions with regard to its democratic control, which has a

strong youth dimension (see Gerison Lansdown’s chapter on participation).

As indicated above, the 15 (often interrelated) priority areas of the World

Programme of Action for Youth are extremely relevant in contemporary society.

The Programme explores these issues and urges action to address them.

The overall objectives of global youth policy—peace, development and

participation—have retained their priority status in the agendas of the various

youth forums, but new dimensions have been incorporated into the discussion of

these three themes and action taken to strengthen them. World Youth Forum ses-

sions have been used as workshops to further develop the “action for youth”

focus of the World Programme of Action,75 and the reports and strategies of the

Forum have brought out new dimensions in the global youth agenda, including the

issues of youth rights and youth empowerment.76 This has had an impact particu-

larly on the priority area of participation, as will be explained below.

During the 1990s, intranational warfare killed more than 5 million people.

A large number of youth worldwide are still dealing with the human tragedy of

armed conflict. An integrated approach towards conflict prevention and peace-

building has been identified as one of the key priorities in the global agenda.77

Peace-related matters affecting youth are not incorporated into the present global

youth policy framework with the same intensity and relevance, however. The issue

is indirectly addressed in the World Programme of Action through topics such as
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discrimination, violence, post-war trauma and integration, and peace education.78

The Secretary-General has recognized the need for increased attention to this

thematic area and has appointed a Special Representative for Children and Armed

Conflict to provide the necessary guidance in this respect.

Globalization has challenged the development agenda of the internation-

al community. The new opportunities and social and ecological costs that come

with it constitute a major focus in both the global youth policy agenda and the

broader human development agenda. The areas of concern addressed at the

Millennium Summit are directly linked to most of the global youth priorities,

including education, employment, hunger and poverty, health, girls and young

women, globalization, ICT and HIV/AIDS. The Fourth WTO Ministerial Conference

(Doha, 2001), the International Conference on Financing for Development

(Monterrey, 2002), and the World Summit on Sustainable Development

(Johannesburg, 2002) have contributed significantly to the creation of a new

framework for global governance. The structures of global governance are

extremely relevant to global youth policy, as is indicated by Ola Stafseng’s asser-

tion that youth policy is becoming a matter of global solidarity.79 This is also

demonstrated in an analytical review of the World Bank’s Poverty Reduction

Strategy Papers (see chapter 3 of the present publication).80

In the area of youth participation, there has been a shift towards a more

legislatively based focus on youth rights and movement away from the broad con-

cept of youth participation to a more narrow concentration on structures for polit-

ical participation.81 This new emphasis on human rights as a fundamental norma-

tive basis for global youth policy derives partly from the United Nations

Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), an instrument that specifically

defines the human rights of those under 18 years of age. There are a number of

other such treaties with relevance to most of the global priorities for youth. During

discussions on the human rights of young people at the Expert Group Meeting on

Global Priorities for Youth, held in Helsinki in October 2002, it was noted that a

youth dimension should be included in human rights monitoring instruments as

well as in the mandates of the various Special Rapporteurs on human rights.82

The direct relevance of human rights instruments to global youth policy is

noteworthy. For example, the general prohibition against discrimination applies to

many issues of concern to young people around the world. The principal of non-

discrimination is stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948):

“Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this
Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour,
sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social
origin, property, birth or other status.”83
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The word “age” is excluded from the list of those areas in which no dis-

tinction is to be made in the application of human rights, as it is implicitly recog-

nized in the Declaration that human rights are all-inclusive, pertaining to young

people as well as adults. Other human rights instruments target particular priority

areas. For example, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights is, at

a minimum, relevant to youth participation and youth delinquency.84 The

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights guarantees young

people the right to education by obliging States to make education not only avail-

able but also accessible, adaptable and acceptable.85 Finally, the Convention on

the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) identifies

specific areas of concern shared by all females, including girls and young women.

With regard to the narrower notion of youth participation, there has been

a move towards more specific proposals and demands for political participation

within the United Nations System.86 Pressure is being applied for the establish-

ment of a separate and distinctive youth policy structure within the Organization,

characterized by institutionalized co-management with youth NGOs.87 It is worth

noting that these ideas of partnership with civil society are in line with the

Secretary-General’s proposal regarding new methods of civil society participa-

tion.88 In the era of globalization, the challenge of democratization must now be

addressed by international organizations, which are expected to play a greater

role in the global governance of economic globalization. In the context of the

United Nations, the outreach towards global civil society—including young peo-

ple and their organizations—represents part of this development. This “civil soci-

ety outreach” policy of the Secretary-General has been defined as a strategy of

dialogic democracy, one of the legitimacy strategies of global democracy.89

The present challenge in facilitating youth participation is the institutionaliza-

tion of this dialogic democracy with regard to the issues of global youth policy. The

“Report of the Expert Group Meeting on Global Priorities for Youth”90 urges develop-

ment in this direction; youth participation is identified as one of the three cross-cut-

ting themes, and a proposal is put forward for the evaluation of youth participation

mechanisms in the various United Nations agencies and national delegations. An eval-

uation of the activities and achievements of the World Youth Forum, prepared inde-

pendently from the rest of the report, provides an interesting reference for further

reflection on the development of trends in youth participation. The direct involvement

of young people in decision-making processes is vital; towards that end—in the spirit

of dialogic democracy—representatives of youth NGOs were involved in the prepara-

tion of the present publication.

As indicated earlier, youth can be characterized as a transition from childhood to

adulthood—a developmental journey during which one gains independence and

begins to participate fully in society. This period is fraught with enormous chal-

lenges for young people themselves and for the rest of society. It is imperative

that societies invest in their youth, as they are especially vulnerable to the increas-

ingly complex problems facing the world today.
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The World Programme of Action for Youth urges the United Nations and its

Member States to undertake various tasks during the period 2001-2010; in this

“third phase”, the focus should be on “further implementation and evaluation of

progress and obstacles encountered”, and suggestions should be offered with

regard to “appropriate adjustments to long-term objectives and specific measures

to improve the situation of young people in the societies in which they live”.91

The present publication should be seen as part of the follow-up mandated

by the World Programme of Action, as it represents a response to the call for both

“further implementation” and an “evaluation of progress and obstacles encoun-

tered”. The 15 chapters that follow provide an overview of the global situation of

youth, of progress made with regard to the global priorities for youth, and of obsta-

cles to be overcome in the future. The lack of data relating to certain fields in

developing countries, as well as the problems of data comparability, are chal-

lenging the research community to develop a system of global indicators as well

as qualitative research methods in order to build a truly global picture of the situ-

ation of youth.92 The obvious dominance of the Western school/tradition of youth

research is one of the key challenges to be addressed in the future, given the fact

that the majority of young people are living in developing countries. The estab-

lishment of a global youth research network could provide the foundations for

achieving a truly global conceptual apparatus as well as a truly global method-

ological framework for future evaluations.

This publication incorporates the conclusions of the evaluation of the

World Youth Forum, prepared independently from the other chapters. Following

this example, the next phase of the evaluation should target the means of imple-

mentation described in the World Programme of Action for Youth. At the regional

and international levels, the youth policies and programmes of various United

Nations agencies should be evaluated as mechanisms for the implementation of

the Programme. In this context, the proposal of the Expert Group Meeting on

Global Priorities for Youth on the evaluation of agencies’ youth participation mech-

anisms could be considered.93 With respect to implementation at the country

level, there is a need for international assessment of national youth policies and

coordination mechanisms. According to the Secretary-General’s report on the

implementation of the Programme,94 there are some individual cases of such

efforts having been launched by the Council of Europe.

There is a need for continued discussion on appropriate adjustments to

long-term objectives and the adoption of specific measures to improve the situa-

tion of young people. It was noted earlier that the normative basis for a global

youth policy has continued to develop since 1995, and new concerns have

emerged since the adoption of World Programme of Action. These additional pri-

ority areas, explored in the last five chapters of this publication, need to be taken
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into consideration when recommending adjustments to long-term youth objec-

tives in any updating of the World Programme of Action. In addition, the trend

towards developing concrete, proactive measures to address the challenges faced

by young people should be sustained. The authors of the following chapters, along

with the participants in the Expert Group Meeting on Global Priorities for Youth,

have contributed to these efforts by suggesting and assessing various measures

and by highlighting some of the key concerns of young people. However, the iden-

tification and adoption of specific measures is a task for the Secretary-General and

the Member States of the United Nations.�
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2 O. Stafseng, “Relevance of the themes of the United Nations International Youth Year (1985)”, Global
Situation of Youth (United Nations, 1998).
3 See, for example, the World Youth Forum and the Dakar Youth Empowerment Strategy (further informa-
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82 The discussion was based on proposals by Cecilia Möller of the Office of the High Commissioner for
Human Rights (OHCHR) and Zina Mounla of the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM). 
83 United Nations, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted and proclaimed by General Assembly
resolution 217 A (III) of 10 December 1948, article 2.
84 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, adopted and opened for signature, ratification and
accession by United Nations General Assembly resolution 2200A (XXI) of 16 December 1966, with entry
into force on 23 March 1976, in accordance with article 49; see article 22 on freedom of association and
article 10 on the separation of youth delinquents from adult prisoners.
85 Information obtained from a note by Cecilia Möller, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights,
to the Rapporteur.
86 See, for example, “An additional mechanism for co-operation between youth NGOs and the United
Nations”, a policy document of the European Youth Forum (adopted by the Council of Members, Athens,
15-17 November 2001), available at http://www.youthforum.org/en/press/reports/0719-01-e-FINAL.pdf.
87 This conclusion was drawn by O. Stafseng (loc. cit.) after a review of such proposals.
88 K. Annan, op. cit.
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