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THE HEALTH OF YOUTH 
FACTS FOR ACTION 

YOUTH, A RESOURCE FOR 
TODAY AND TOMORROW 

How many young 
people are there 

today? 

There are 1,500 million young people aged between 10 and 
24 years in the world today. 
The number of young people has been growing steadily, from 1,100 
millions in 1970 to a projected 1,600 millions by the year 2000. Between 
1960 and 1980 the number of young people increased by over 66% while 
the increase in the total population was around 45%. 
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Four in every five young people live in developing 
countries. 
For every young person living in a developed country there are four young 
people in developing areas. 20% of the world's youth lives in China and 
16% in India. Around 10% of the young live in Europe or in Africa and 12% 
in the Americas. In developed countries the number of young people is 
decreasing while in developing countries it is rapidly increasing. By the 
year 2000 there will be 1,350 million young people living in developing 
countries and 250 million in the developed world. 

years old. 
Youth as a proportion of the total population varies from region to region. 
In many developed countries, where birth rates have fallen steeply and 
earlier than elsewhere young people's share in total population will have 
fallen by the year 2000 to 20%. In many developing countries, by contrast, 
young people will continue to account for between a quarter and a third 
of the total until well into the twenty-first century. The 0-24 year age group 
accounts for over half the total population of the world. 

One consequence of this huge increase in the numbers of young people 
in the developing world is the prospect of an even greater population 
expansion in succeeding generations. As massive increases are also 
expected in the numbers of people over 60 years old resources will 
inevitably be strained. In developed countries, the relative decline in the 
numbers of young people will result in an ageing population structure. 

Where do the young 
live? 

Young people are more likely than either children or adults 
to be living 丨n urban areas. 
At the beginning of this century only 14% of all people lived in towns and 
cities. By the end of the century about half will. Although there are 
important regional variations in the degree of nibanization, the worldwide 
trend is for the young to be more concentrated in urban areas than the 
population as a whole. 

In developed regions, by the year 2000, nearly 84% of 15-24 year-olds will 
be living in urban areas compared with under 78% of the total popula-
tion. In developing regions the figures will be around 47% and 40% re-
spectively. Slightly more young men than young women live in uiban 
areas: in developing countries in 1985 for eveiy 100 women living in 
towns and cities there were 110 young men. The sex ratio is more even in 
developed countries with 103 males for every 100 females in urban areas. 

Urbanization is frequently associated with family separation, housing 
problems, pollution, crime and unemployment. Some cities in develop-
ing countries are experiencing very rapid growth due to migration from 
the countryside. A significant minority of youth living in towns and cities 
are unskilled and vulnerable to exploitation. The result is an increased 
risk of homelessness, poverty and unemployment and associated prob-
lems such as violence, prostitution and drug abuse. It is estimated that 
there are 40 million young children living on the street worldwide. 
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Are the young more 
likely to migrate than 

older people? 

How healthy are the 
young? 

em 

Adolescents and young adults are more likely to be 
migrants. The highest rates of migration are found 
between the ages of 10 and 29 years. 

Young people are more likely to move to urban areas than children or 
adults because they are more disposed to be migrants hoping to take 
advantage of what is generally perceived to be the better economic and 
social environments of the cities and towns. Educational facilities and 

ployment opportunities tend to be better in urban than in rural areas, 
especially in developing countries. The decline in prices of agricultural 
commodities has been a major factor in stimulating movement away 
from the countiyside. Although few studies of migrants have looked spe-
cifically at youth, what information is available indicates a major, univer-
sal axiom: migrants are mainly young. Young men are marginally more 
likely to be migrants than young women. 

Young people are considered to be less vulnerable to 
disease than the very young or the very old. 

Youth are survivors. In all countries, both rich and poor, the first years of 
life take the heaviest toll. Infectious diseases and underlying malnutri-
tion are the main causes of death among children under nine years old. 
Degenerative diseases such as cancer and heart disease are among the 
main causes of death in late adulthood. 

Over recent decades there has been a relative decline in deaths from 
infectious diseases among the young and a relative increase in accidental 
deaths. 

Accidenta丨 deaths, suicides and other external causes now 
constitute the major causes of death among youth in 
developed countries. 
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While the proportion varies from country to country, in developed 
countries overall these causes account for around half of all deaths 
among young people. In developing countries also significant numbers 
of young people are dying as a result of accidents or suicide. Motor-
vehicle accidents, especially those which are alcohol or drug-related, are 
preventable, and a combination of educational, legislative and fiscal 
measures are needed to reduce their impact upon youth. 

Suicide and attempted suicide are difficult to assess because of under-re-
porting but appear to be a special risk among adolescence and youth. In 
many countries suicide rates among 15-24 year-olds have increased 
during the past twenty years. Many "accidental deaths" are âlso likely to 
have been a result of suicides. 

During adolescence and youth, patterns of behaviour are 
set which may have major implications both for their 
current and future health and survival. 
Youth is a time for new experiences as young people begin to experiment, 
to master the skills and responsibilities and face up to the demands of 
adult life. Sometimes, however, excessive risks are taken and may lead to 
problems such as unplanned pregnancy, sexually transmitted disease, 
smoking, alcohol or drug abuse, accidents and injuries, violence or sui-
cide. 

Smoking, drinking and drug abuse are behaviours which begin during 
adolescence and which may result in serious problems both in the short 
term and in later life. It is difficult to convince young people of the need 
to avoid acts the effects of which will become apparent only years later. 
There are no simple answers to such complex issues but there is a need 
for a special approach by health professionals and others concerned with 
young people so that those most in need of guidance and help can be en-
œuraged to seek it. 

Those indulging in behaviours containing elements of 
excessive risk can be directed towards more constructive 
outlets and provided opportunities for growth. 

Are today's young 
people better 

educated than those 
of the past? 

The rapid growth in the numbers of young people is a massive challenge 
to education planners in developing countries. The increase in school-
age children has caused larger proportions of resources to be devoted to 
maintaining and improving education. In general the challenge has been 
met. 

School enrolment has almost doubled during the past 
thirty years. 

countries were in school, compared with 46% in 1985. In developed 
countries enrolment has also risen, albeit from a much higher base: from 
75% in 1965 to 86% in 1985. This increase in secondary-level enrolment 
reflects the progressive raising of the school-leaving age in many coun-
tries. Despite the successes of educational systems in accommodating the 
increase in young people of school age, there is evidence that many 
children and adolescents are failing to complete the minimum require-
ments and dropping out of school or having to repeat a year. 
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Along with rising enrolment，literacy levels have improved 
dramatically all over the world. 
Rising literacy rates have been a worldwide phenomenon since the 
1950s. There remain, however, substantial differences between coun-
tries. Moreover, levels of literacy are not always uniform within coun-
tries, tending to be higher in towns and cities than in rural areas and, in 
general, higher for men than for women. 
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Women remain educationally disadvantaged in many 
countries. 

In developed countries the proportions of young people enrolled in 
educational establishments are virtually identical for young men and 
young women at both the secondary and tertiary levels. In many devel-
oping countries, on the other hand, enrolment and literacy rates for 
young women are improving but remain lower than for men. The biggest 
sex differentials are to be found in Africa and Asia where although 
female enrolment ratios have risen substantially since 1960 the gap 
remains large 

Education of girls can act as a brake on their fertility. Education tends to 
raise the average age at marriage and encourages the use of reliable 
family planning methods. Education benefits the whole family: edu-
cated mothers are more likely to demand education for their daughters, 
thus multiplying the benefits of education for future generations. 
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TRENDS IN SCHOOL ENROLMENT 
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Young people are energetic and often have new ideas that make a vital 
contribution to the economic growth of their countries. They are better 
educated than ever before as more countries are enacting and enforcing 
legislation concerning minimum ages for employment and school-leav-
ing. It is important that work should not prevent adolescents from 
benefiting from education. However, the actual circumstances of many 
young people force them to start work too early. 

In many countries young people begin to work while they 
are still physically, emotionally and legally, children. 

The official statistics on economic activity of adolescents aged under 14 
years probably underestimate the true numbers. Estimates vary from 8% 
in Latin America to 16% in Asia and as many as 25% in Africa. It is 
thought that there are some 80 million children under the age of 14 years 
wortóng in the world today. Many are engaged in clandestine employ-
ment or do not appear in payrolls. They are known to work in unsafe 
activities under poor conditions. Frequently they are required to lift 
heavy weights and work with tools designed for adults. Many try to 
keep up their schooling at the same time. They are thus doubly exposed 
to fatigue and are at a disadvantage at school. 

Many young people who complete their education or reach the legal 
school-leaving age seek employment. In some countries, young women 
are less likely to undertake paid work outside the home because tradi-
tionally marriage and childbearing start early. In many areas, however, 

women as well as men are joining the labour force. Unfortunately, at the 
very time when their energies are at their peak many young people find 
themselves rejected by employers because of their lack of experience. 

All over the world, unemployment rates for young people 
are substantially higher than for adults 

This waste of human resources stems from two factors: sheer demo-
raphic expansion and rapid technological change. However, in devel-

regions, the decline in the numbers of young people entering the 
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labour market is leading to increased efforts on the part of gov< 
and employers to avoid the wasted human resources involved 
unemployment. 
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When do young 
people marry? 

Youth at the 
crossroads 

Significant regional, ethnic and cultural variations affect 
minimum and mean age at marriage. 

Laws establishing a minimum age for marriage are nearly universal. The 
age at which marriage is permitted, with or without parental consent, 
differs for males and for females, being generally lower for the latter. 
Commonly, the minimum ages areló years for females and 18 years for 
males. Both the minimum and mean ages at marriage are highest in 
Europe which also has the lowest fertility rates both for the young and in 
general. In China, Japan, the Republic of Korea and Sri Lanka mean age 
at marriage is high (mid to late twenties) and fertility is low. By contrast, 
marriage below the legal age and high fertility are prevalent in Bangla-
desh and parts of India. 

Legal standards are difficult to enforce and may have little effect on 
actual age at marriage, which is influenced by other factors such as 
changes in economic, social, political and religious circumstances. The 
law can, however, reinforce governmental decisions to encourage de-
layed marriage and with it reduced fertility. In many developing coun-
tries, the trend appears to be towards raising the minimum age at mar-
riage. 

For most societies，the last decades of the twentieth 
century wil丨 be a time of change. 

Especially in developing countries where the numbers of young people 
are increasing, they are a valuable resource in the promotion of health 
and the development of their societies. Young people should be encour-
aged to share responsibility in planning and decision-making on issues 
which affect their health and lives. 


