
Teen Views on 
Adolescence

Harmonising the 
meaning of 
‘adolescence’ between 
young people and 
health researchers



Defining adolescence



Defining adolescence

• Young people (YP) as a widely used term already exists
• Young/emerging adult as a widely used term already exists 
• Extending adolescence to mid-20s risks underestimation of 

competencies



Same debate from 1995, after 

suggestion to define adolescence 

as 10-25 yrs

Déjà vu

“This age range… acknowledges that the discipline of Adolescent 
Medicine is applicable to the preteen[s]… to young adulthood.”

But ultimately, age is just a number: 
“As a pediatric residency training director, I observe adolescent 
behavior in our residents ages 24 to 32, but also in our faculty, ages 
30 to 65.”



Defining Adolescence: Main Observations

‘WEIRD’ population 
focus (Western, 

Educated, 
Industrialised, Rich, 

Democratic)

‘Top-down’ definition 
of adolescence. Why 

not ask young people, 
too?



What we did

Workshop with ~30 young people at UCL

Open to 14-24yrs living in England, recruited 
through schools and social media (twitter, facebook
groups, etc)

Final participants aged 14-19, mostly 16-18, more 
girls than boys



What we did

Overview of ‘adolescence 
in research’

Adolescence Across Cultures

Adolescent Wellbeing

Adolescent Brain and Social 
Development

From Childhood to 
Adulthood Timeline

Timeline of key events & 
experiences from childhood 
to adulthood

Reflect and discuss the age 
of adolescence

Discuss words used to 
describe adolescence

Developing a 
Communication Plan

What are the key messages 
you want to share?

Who do you want to share 
them with?

How do you want to share 
them?

Delivered by: Francesca Vaghi, TCRU/SOAS; Larissa Pople, The Children’s Society; Alex Turner, The Children’s 
Society; Cáit Griffin, UCL Cognitive Neuroscience; Cliff Manning, Parent Zone
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Summary of what they said

The meaning of adolescence

A time for “freedom to grow”

• Increasing autonomy 

• Trying new things & learning new skills

• Building/expanding social network

“It's a time where you find out more about yourself, and what kind of 
people you want to be friends with. There are changes in your 
friendship groups as you fall out with people and make new friends”



Summary of what they said

The meaning of adolescence

A time of challenge

• Increasing responsibilities

• Uncertainties/contradictions

“The bad thing about being my age is being expected to act like adults 
at college/work, but being treated like a child at home.”



Summary of what they said

The meaning of adolescence

A key life stage

• Defined by events and experiences, not age

• Foundations for adulthood

“Adolescence lasts longer these days, as people go to uni and do 
internships, and need more support from parents.”
“We spend most of our lives as adults, so it’s important to understand 
what happens before, and how it impacts adulthood.”



Summary of what they said

Communicating adolescence

Want it to be…

• catchy & simple: click baits are ok

• Pictures/emojis make it interesting

• Use social media, communicate 
through schools

Word use:

• “Adolescent” sounds formal, “teen” 
is informal. “Young people” is 
ambiguous.



For this particular group of adolescents:

Suggested age range of adolescence (10-24) broadly 
matched up to their own identity (13-24) – but they 
thought it varies between people

Many not a fan of age-based definition of adolescence. 
Educational/financial situation seemed to be key in 
defining their life stages

Learnings/Reflections



https://t.co/mWrjiZR7FZ

https://t.co/mWrjiZR7FZ



