THE AGE OF YOUTH

by Donald T. Charumbira, Secretary General, World Assembly of Youth
The age-old question of who is a youth and who is not has been the subject of much debate at a number of youth forums. Whilst the definitions of most other vulnerable groups of society are largely uniform, such as women, disabled, and HIV-infected, there is little cohesion within and among nations on the definition of youth.
In most cases, the debates take a quantitative rather than qualitative perspective of who really qualifies to be a “youth.” There are also a wide range of definitions used by various governments and international agencies. 

The United Nations defines youth as those aged between 15 and 24 years inclusive. This definition was made for International Youth Year in 1985. As a result, all United Nations statistics on youth have used this standard definition. The definition has been criticised on a number of occasions, with the Third World Youth Forum of the United Nations System (2001) calling for the age to be raised to 30:
“In order to meet the challenges of young people, specifically in developing countries, the United Nations should reconsider the United Nations definition of youth and raise the upper limit to 30,” (Dakar Youth Empowerment Strategy, Article 54).
Underestimating the challenges

This definition has also been disapproved in view of the way it would fail to reflect the extent and gravity of youth challenges such as youth employment and HIV/AIDS. For example, the ILO statistics of circa 88 million unemployed “youth” in the world (ILO, 2004) is based on the ages 15-24, yet those between these ages are largely school-going and hardly a representation of the real situation of young people in any country. Youth employment is a far much more serious problem for youth after they have graduated, and the figure would increase exponentially if a broader definition of youth was utilised.

Similarly, the seriousness of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in youth risks being underestimated by a narrow definition of youth. Current statistics say that every day 5,000 youth (15-24) are infected by HIV, or two million every year (UNAIDS, 2006). What more of the youth who are more sexually active at ages 27, 28, 30 or even 35? They are not accounted for in these statistics.
The hazards of an inappropriate definition are that resources, research, programmes and policies for “youth” are mainly targeted at the 15-24 age group, without considering the differing realities in various parts of the world. There is therefore a disparity between the UN context of youth and the context applied by its member states.
Variances in definitions

For example, in Britain’s “"Youth Employment Policy" the government generally refers to youth as those in the 16-18 year old age group. In Italy youth are people aged between 14-29 in the North, while for the South youth is defined as aged between 14 and 32. The United States does not have a clear definition of youth, but generally uses the ages 12 to 18 for statistical and programmatic purposes. Its largest national youth organisation, the National 4H Council (http://www.fourhcouncil.edu), focuses on schoolgoing “youth.” 
Kenya and Tanzania define youth as aged 15 to 35 years in their youth policies, whilst Nigeria uses ages 12 to 30. The National Youth Policy of South Africa uses the definition of 14 to 35, while Zimbabwe uses 16 to 35.

African heads of state and government recently endorsed the African Youth Charter, which defines youth as those aged between 15 and 35 years of age.
The Philippines, in its Youth in Nation-Building Act, defines youth as 15 to 30-year-olds. Malaysia defines youth as those between 16 and 40, Singapore 15 to 29, and Indonesia 16 to 35. Myanmar has the legal definition of 16 to 18 years of age whilst Vietnam uses the definition 15 to 30. Hong Kong defines youth as those between 6 and 24.
In the Pacific, Tonga uses 12 to 25 and Western Samoa 15 to 35. In the Caribbean, Jamaica’s definition is 14 to 29 whilst St Lucia’s is 15 to 25.

The Commonwealth, a club of 53 nations - mainly former British colonies - defines youth as those aged between 15 and 29. 
If we follow the UN definition (15-24), it would imply that there are 1,16 billion youth in the world, according to 2004 statistics on the United Nations Population Division website (http://esa.un.org/unpp). If we use the Commonwealth definition (15-29) the global youth population becomes 1,57 billion. If we take in to account the large number of countries using the age range 15 to 35, the youth population would inflate to over two billion, almost double the number of the current UN definition. 

Undoubtedly, such serious disparities of a critical definition mean that much of the statistics, policies and programmes being developed at an international level may have little relevance to the contexts and realities prevailing within specific countries.
Contextualising the Definition

Clearly, it would not be possible to have a “one-size fits all” definition of youth for all countries and communities as it has to take into account the social, cultural, political and developmental realities within a particular society. This is why the quantitative definition of youth may not be the best approach to youth development.
Is a 32-year-old, unemployed woman not as desperate for employment as a 23-year-old man? Is a 35-year-old man not equally at risk of contracting HIV as a 16-year-old woman?

When these quantitative definitions are made, in particular at international meetings, there is hardly any criteria used besides ball-park “gut feelings” that have no statistical, theoretical or factual base. There is merely an exchange of estimates by officials until parties agree, through a process of give and take, to an age bracket. To then make such definitions universal and global is a mere farce. Definitions should not be treated as trivialities as they have the effect of informing all aspects of policy, programmes and resource allocations – or alternately they may exist on paper but be ignored.
This is why the World Assembly of Youth has not offered any universal definition of “youth” but rather left it to the respective country to make its definition based on its own realities. As we saw in the case of Italy, it was necessary to even have two definitions within the same country.

Youth should not merely be defined the biological transition from childhood or adolescence to adulthood, but rather as a stage of transition from one socioeconomic, psychosocial status to another.
If statistics are to be used, they should be available in various categories, such as 15-20, 20-25, 25 to 30 and 30-35. A country can then benchmark its youth development by comparing the statistics for various age groupings. For example, if unemployment is found to be highest amongst the ages 20 – 30, a country’s youth employment policy could focus on this age bracket to address this challenge. If the highest number of new HIV infections occurs in youth between ages 15 and 20, then this is where the major programmatic interventions should occur. 
Development theories
A number of development theorists have proffered some theories on stages of adult development including Peterson (2004) and Erikson (1997), illustrating the ages at which people achieve various developmental stages.
These theories have, however, been criticised by researchers (Chatterjee, 2001) for three basic reasons:
1. Overgeneralisation, as most models of lifespan development (whether Eriksonian or other) are developed based on either European or North American, middle-class populations, and clearly do not apply to all kinds of human behaviour;

2. Univariate construction, where it is assumed that a single independent variable, i.e. age, explains all the complexities of human behaviour; and

3. Linear conceptualisation inherent to traditional developmental theory, which does not accommodate the non-linear and multi-faceted trajectory that development often takes;
Chatterjee sums it up succinctly:
“Developmental theories need to be discovered and taught in the perspective of a world system, showing that childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and old age, as stages of human development, vary from society to society,” (p11).

It follows, therefore, that the definition of “youth” should not follow the course of overgeneralisation and a univariate construction such as age. It is fallacious to explain all youthful behaviour as that which occurs between the ages of 15 and 24.
Furthermore, with changes in life expectancy, technology and the modern forms of work, the “age of youth” is dynamic and unique to each particular society.

A societal construction
Much as societies have differing definitions of “womanhood,” with some societies regarding womanhood as the onset of menstruation, others as the achievement of marriage, and some the bearing of children; definitions of “youth” also vary from society to society. 
Youth is therefore a societal construction, peculiar to the social, cultural, economic and political realities within the society. 
Youth are those members of society who are still settling down in life. As Mohd Ali Rustam (2004) said:
“The third imperative, to be ‘unsettled’ refers to the fact that youth are still looking for direction in life. They are still finding their feet in the ‘real world.’ This is not solely in financial terms, but also in economic, political and social spheres. Youth are always looking for direction: somewhere to channel all the energy that they have,” (p17).
People “settle down” at different ages in different societies. Typically, youth settle down earlier in developed countries than in developing countries, due to the prevalence of employment opportunities and the assurances of economic stability. With employment comes the need to behave more responsibly, to budget and to establish a firm financial and professional base. This is contrasted with the case of an unemployed person who may continue to behave irresponsibly and recklessly as hope is lost: further becoming more prone to exposure to drugs, HIV and crime.
Within a single country, there could be multiple definitions of youth. In the United States for example, a 23-year-old man who has gone to university, obtained a degree and embarked on a productive career may no longer be regarded as a youth as he would have settled down in life. But within the same city, in the so-called “ghettos,” one finds persons in their 30s and 40s loitering in the streets, listening to loud music, taking alcohol and drugs, and engaging in risky sexual and criminal behaviour. They are behaving like typical youth.
Conclusion: Tackling the Problems
The foregoing illustrates that interventions to address youth issues and youth problems should not be constrained solely by the age factor, but the approach should be guided by pragmatic realities prevailing within specific societies.
Anyone exhibiting the behaviours and tendencies of youth should be treated as a youth and be a beneficiary of youth development and empowerment programmes. Anyone who is prone to the perils of youth, such as risky sexual behaviour, unemployment, social exclusion and others, should be adequately catered for in remedial programmes.
Statistical data may serve as a guide to illustrate the age groups that are most affected by social, economic, health and political problems. When the data indicates a clear age range of those affected by a particular problem, then it would be comprehendible to focus on that group of the population.  The problem should guide the statistics and interpretation thereof, and not the statistics guiding the interpretation of the problem.

There is a need for governments, international organisations and civil society at large to modify their approaches to youth development by embracing a definition of “youth” that will serve to tackle, most efficiently and effectively, the problems facing those vulnerable segments of society. It should be appreciated that subscribing to a universal, global definition of youth along the lines of age, may defeat the whole purpose of addressing youth concerns, which are, ultimately, local and societal in nature.
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