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About Us 
I m o y a s e  i s  a  g r a n t - f u n d e d  n o n - p r o f i t  o r g a n i z a t i o n  l o c a t e d  i n  L o s  A n g e l e s ,  C a l i f o r n i a .  A l o n g  
w i t h  i t s  s i s t e r  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  t h e  P s y c h o l o g y  A p p l i e d  R e s e a r c h  C e n t e r  a t  L o y o l a  M a r y m o u n t  
U n i v e r s i t y  ( P A R C @ L M U ) ,  t h e y  h a v e  c o l l a b o r a t e d  w i t h  o v e r  o n e  h u n d r e d  C B O s ,  s o c i a l  s e r v i c e  
p r o v i d e r s ,  p h i l a n t h r o p i c  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  a n d  o t h e r  g r o u p s  t o  i n f o r m  s o c i a l  c h a n g e  a n d  
c o m m u n i t y  e m p o w e r m e n t  t h r o u g h  a p p l i e d ,  a c t i o n - o r i e n t e d  r e s e a r c h  a n d  e v a l u a t i o n .  W i t h  
o v e r  t h i r t y  y e a r s  o f  e x p e r i e n c e ,  I m o y a s e  h a s  p r o v i d e d  e v a l u a t i o n  a n d  t e c h n i c a l  a s s i s t a n c e  t o  
v a r i o u s  t r i b a l ,  r a c i a l ,  e t h n i c ,  a n d  L G B T Q +  c o m m u n i t i e s  a t  l o c a l ,  s t a t e w i d e ,  a n d  n a t i o n a l  
l e v e l s .  I t s  e v a l u a t i o n  a n d  t e c h n i c a l  a s s i s t a n c e  p r o j e c t s  a r e  m u l t i - s i t e ,  m u l t i - y e a r ,  a n d  m u l t i -
l e v e l ,  w i t h  p o s i t i v e  y o u t h  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  c o m m u n i t y  s a f e t y ,  c o m m u n i t y  o r g a n i z i n g ,  m e n t a l  
h e a l t h ,  a n d  l e a d e r s h i p  a s  i t s  f o c i .  T h e  I m o y a s e  t e a m  i s  m u l t i - e t h n i c ,  m u l t i - d i s c i p l i n a r y ,  a n d  
e m p l o y s  m i x e d  r e s e a r c h  m e t h o d o l o g i e s .  

OUR APPROACH 

Imoyase uses community based participatory practice (CBPP) to 

engage communities, partners, and key stakeholders in all 

research and evaluation projects. CBPP is particularly useful in 

working with communities whose voices have historically been 

excluded and/or undervalued. The operative principles that 

guide our work include a commitment to: Shared Vision, 

Inclusiveness, Collaboration, Flexibility, Empowerment, and 

Cultural Responsiveness. 

Our research is grounded in a social-ecological theoretical 

framework that is culturally-and contextually oriented. 

Consideration is given to risk and protective factors at individual, 

family, peer, school, neighborhood, community, and systems 

levels. The cultural framework attends to interpersonal realities 

that reflect a dynamic relational process of shared meanings that 

must be understood in historical, social, political, and economic 

contexts. Collectively, this perspective suggests that behaviors 

affect and are affected by the contextual ecosystem of a person’s 

life, and cultural dynamics that include intrapersonal, 

interpersonal, organizational, environmental, and public policy 

factors (Gallimore, Goldenberg, & Weisner, 1993). 
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“Community-based participatory practices (CBPP) encompasses the 

active engagement of community members in identifying, defining, 

addressing, solving, and evaluating issues in their own community. It 

can be employed in program design and implementation, program 

evaluation, and systems and policy change. While the forms of 

participation vary, a central feature is the inclusion of equitable 

voices from all parts of a community, and an emphasis on culture and 

context. CBPP requires trust building, shared meaning, consensus, 

and equity-making space for the active engagement of stakeholders, 

gatekeepers, and community members to identify, define, address, 

solve, and evaluate issues in their own community. This engagement 

can occur on a continuum from low to high.” (Grills, et al., 2022) 

SHARED VISION. 

A common agenda and shared understanding of evaluation goals 

and actions. 

 

INCLUSIVENESS. 

Engaging diverse stakeholders & community members in all aspects 

of the evaluation. 

 

COLLABORATION.  

Joint efforts and willingness to share decision-making. 

 

FLEXIBIL ITY. 

Ability to address the unique nature and evolving circumstances of 

the communities we are working with. 

 

EMPOWERMENT. 

Increase evaluation and research capacity of underserved 

communities of color to foster improvement & self-determination. 

 

CULTURAL RESPONSIVENESS . 

Strengths and needs of the communities served by our evaluations 

viewed within context of their cultural, linguistic, organizational,  

community, and historical lens. 

 

 

Dr. Grills has over 35 years of experience in program evaluation, 

research, and technical assistance to diverse communities, community -

based organizations (CBOs) and agencies, philanthropic foundations, 

decision-makers, and public agencies at the local,  state, and national 

levels. She is also the founder and director of the Loyola Marymount 

University Psychology Applied Research Center dedicated to advancing 

social change, community empowerment, and community and 

individual well-being.  
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Director’s Statement 

Across disciplines (e.g., psychology, sociology, education, philosophy, 

anthropology) much has been gleaned about youth and youth 

development. Yet, this ongoing study and observation, across time 

and across the world, has not resulted in a consensus about what is 

meant by the term youth, including age parameters, defining 

characteristics (both perceptible and imperceptible), and how to best 

serve young people across diverse cultures and populations. To 

varying degrees, policy makers, scholars, funders, and practitioners 

operate based on select, sometimes cherry-picked, sources of known 

information while ignoring the implications of what is unknown or 

unsourced. At this intersection of known and unknown, they arrive at 

perceptions of youth, they craft policies, they develop practices, and 

they assess metrics of effectiveness, all in relative incongruence with 

each other. As a result, it’s safe to say that the din of stakeholders 

proclaiming explicit age parameters of youth is less a harmonious 

soundtrack than a cacophonous mess.  

There is no universal or agreed upon chronological definition or age 

criteria for youth. For example, many Los Angeles County community-

based organizations delivering positive youth development services 

define youth as anyone between the ages of 11 and 24. The City of LA’s 

Mayor's Office of Gang Reduction and Youth Development (GRYD) 

defines youth as anyone from 10 to 24. The LA County Department of 

Mental Health marks the period of youth from the ages of 0 to 21, 

depending on diagnosis, mental health needs, and type of 

intervention. The LA County Department of Public Health Substance 

Abuse Prevention and Control ordains anyone between the ages of 12 

and 17 as a youth. In contrast, the U.S. Department of Education 

defines youth as a person who is 23 years of age or younger and still 

enrolled in high school. At the international level, the United Nations 

(U.N.) defines youth as persons between the ages of 15 and 24 years 

old.  

Why does this matter? Definitions shape perception. Perception 

defines reality and drives decisions about everything we do. How we 

define youth shapes how they are viewed, vilified, celebrated, and 

governed (Bourdieu, 1998). In the era of standards and accountability, 

it is remarkable that social scientists, decision makers, service 

providers, and other stakeholders, who often pride themselves on 

making data-informed decisions, have not consistently grounded their 

definitions of youth in data-based decision making or managed to 

better align their perspectives and definitions.   

This report reflects an extensive, yet not exhaustive, examination of 

how stakeholders have classified youth by age, from the international  

to the local level, to inform Los Angeles Department of Youth 

Development’s (DYD) commitment to creating rhyme, reason, and 

harmony across county departments. There is little consensus 

within the County of Los Angeles, the City of Los Angeles, the State 

of California, and the United States when it comes to determining 

the age parameters, terms, criteria, and rationale for what 

constitutes youth. Where definitions are provided, it is not 

uncommon to find little in the way of explanation of the 

assumptions, premises, and the context of various age parameters. 

Even less explication can be found for the influence of cultural and 

contextual factors that define, promote, and support youth 

development. It is critical for Los Angeles County to be more 

intentional in establishing thoughtful criteria that can be adopted 

across County departments, agencies, and organizations.  

The DYD, in a prescient moment, understood the need to bring 

greater clarity and harmony to definitions, descriptions, and 

designations of youth across the county. Like the State of California 

and the City of Los Angeles, the County of Los Angeles supports 

hundreds of youth-centered programs and initiatives with 

investments of millions of dollars. This occurs within an ecosystem 

that has no shared definition of youth, no consensus on the 

associated age eligibility, and no shared understanding about what 

factors should inform a definition. Whether the program is focused 

on safety and stable youth environments (e.g., gang and violence 

intervention services), social well-being and community 

engagement (e.g., leadership, community organizing), academic 

achievement and college readiness (e.g., homework tutoring, arts 

education, school engagement), workforce readiness (e.g., 

professional skills training), or assistance to special or priority 

populations (e.g., youth in the child welfare or justice systems, 

gender non-conforming youth) one would be hard pressed to find a 

guiding framework, data-driven decision making, or criteria for how 

youth are defined, named, or understood. This has implications not 

only for the design and implementation of county programs but also 

for determining the extent to which efforts are reaching those in 

need, and for determinations of effectiveness and impact.  

This report offers information, reflection, implications, and 

recommendations for ways forward using a mixed-methods 

approach that included a review of scientific and gray literature, 

qualitative-data collection from a diverse cross-section of county, 

city, and state stakeholders, and multi-disciplinary subject matter 

expert briefs. An important takeaway is the need for cross-sector 

collaboration and coordination on youth age criteria, the factors 

“There are things known and there are things unknown, 
and in between are the doors of perception.”  

–Aldous Huxley, 1968 
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used to guide flexibility in how youth are labeled, and the importance 

of determining which conceptual framework(s) could undergird 

current and future deliberations about youth. Conceptual frameworks 

are important.  In the immediate they determine the basis for age 

criteria, flexibility criteria, and labels. More broadly, they determine 

what is researched, what knowledge is produced, and how to address 

competing theoretical tenets and overstated conceptual certainties.  

A second takeaway is that socio-culturally, childhood, youth, and 

adulthood are fluid, overlapping categories that are given definition 

and meaning by their social, cultural, political, institutional, locational, 

governmental, and economic contexts.  These socially constructed 

characterizations of youth represent transitions (normative 

progressions and dispositions) that invoke crucial concepts like 

success/failure and risk/vulnerability, and that denote biographical, 

developmental, and institutional points of progress that define youth 

(Wyn, 2024). Rather than a standalone novella, with a first page and 

last page, youth may be better understood as a series of chapters in a 

novel that lead into and out of each other, a dynamic period of 

transition in which what came before and what lies ahead create the 

unique moment of the chapter at hand. The way in which 

developmental psychology characterizes youth is perhaps too 

confining and incomplete and may best be supplemented by the 

perspectives of disciplines like sociology and public health.  

Consistent with our qualitative findings, Bessant et al. (2020) argues 

for a relational approach that focuses on connection and experience 

rather than prescriptive categories, an approach that invites 

practitioners to recognize that the concepts of youth, childhood, and 

adulthood are symbolic constructions—that is, they are outcomes of 

ongoing classifications devised by researchers and practitioners. In a 

more fluidly framed understanding of what I refer to as youthhood, the 

significance of future-oriented hopes and aspirations, and the way in 

which hope, preferred futures, and affirmative politics are entangled 

in making life meaningful, find space. Other divergent perspectives on 

youthhood also find space in the work of Bečević and Dahlstedt (2022). 

Grounded in the 1989 U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC), they suggest a focus on the quality of relations between 

young people and society. It directs us to examine societal and political 

relations that create and define young people’s experiences and 

developmental opportunities and how we then, in due course, 

perceive and treat them. This is something the County can and should 

do. 

A third takeaway is the importance of culture and context. Context is 

more than social, physical, and political space. It is also historical, 

invoking what in Bronfenbrenner’s (2000) social-ecological model is 

referred to as the chronosystem. For example, the present and future  

 

of Indigenous people is marked by the damage perpetrated in the 

past – damage that is evidenced by narratives of vulnerability, 

disadvantage, and criminality that continue to operate in the 

present-day psyche of our society. Similar conclusions can be 

drawn for African Americans and other racial groups in the United 

States. Social-ecological theory argues that any true understanding 

of human behavior must consider the “entire” ecological system 

within which human development occurs, including the vestiges of 

the past that shape the present day (Grills et al., 2020). Within this 

ecosystem, the most proximal level impacting youth is the 

microsystem (i.e., dyad relations with family, peers, etc., in the 

family, school, neighborhood, etc.) followed by the mesosystem 

(which moves beyond the dyadic and connects the dyad to other 

systems within which the family, child, parent lives). Immediately 

beyond these subsystems and nested within the surrounding, 

broader macrosystem of laws, customs, cultural values, and 

ideologies lies the exosystem (i.e., the social system consisting of 

community resources, social networks, local politics, industry, 

etc.). Finally, affecting all of these is the chronosystem which 

captures the element of time that cuts across all ecosystem levels, 

draws attention to the powerful force found in the remnants of 

history, and reminds us to consider that influence on a person's 

development. 

Context is also temporal. What was normative and signifying in the 

past may no longer apply in the current moment. For example, in 

1980, the median age for marriage was 22 for women and close to 

25 for men. In 2023, it was 28 for women and 30 for men. We 

would never use 1980 norms to inform our understanding of 

marriage in 2025. The influence of history in the lives of youth of 

color includes the forces of cultural imperialism, cultural trauma, 

and racial stress. Cultural trauma refers to the dramatic loss of 

identity and meaning, a tear in the social fabric affecting a group 

of people that has achieved some degree of cohesion. Cultural 

trauma is a collective process that creates collective memories. 

These memories provide the individual with a cognitive map to 

orient present behavior (Eyerman 2001). Cultural trauma ignites 

what Alexander et al. (2001) refer to as a trauma process in which 

its victims are forced to grapple with making sense of assaults to 

their humanity, the pain they inflict, and perplexing attributions of 

responsibility. Cultural imperialism is forced acculturation that 

promotes, imposes, or forces the culture of one group onto 

another society or group of people. Both cultural trauma and 

cultural imperialism create a climate of alienation that can have a 

profound effect on youths’ personality, beliefs, attitudes, and 

behavior. 

Like context, culture is often overlooked to the detriment of 

research and programs and initiatives to support youth. Most 

Director’s Statement Continued 
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Director’s Statement Continued 

behavioral science research is based on cultures labeled as WEIRD— 

Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (Arnett & 

Brody, 2008; Henrich et al., 2010; Thalmayer et al., 2021). Little 

attention is given by scholars and policy makers about assumptions of 

universality in theoretical models, intervention strategies, and 

research methods where individuals vary in terms of country of origin, 

race, ethnicity, gender, and other characteristics. Bringing concepts of 

culture into theories and practices, while challenging, is crucial to both 

social science and policy in our multicultural society. Explicit 

interdisciplinary, international, and intergenerational inclusion of 

culture is essential to advancing global, national, and local goals to 

support youth development and youth transition to adulthood 

(Cooper & Denner, 1998). Classic models that focus on psychological 

functioning in culturally diverse communities and societies include 

individualism/collectivism theories (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; 

Triandis et al., 1995; Triandis, 1996), ecological systems theories 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Sameroff, 1995), cultural-ecological theory 

(Gibson & Bhachu, 1991; Ogbu, 1991), social identity theories (Berry, 

1993; Brewer, 1991; Tajfel, 1978), ecocultural and sociocultural 

theories (Rogoff, 1990, 1991; Shweder, 1996; Tharp & Gallimore, 

1988), theories of structure and agency (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; 

Coleman, 1988; Mehan, 1992), and multiple-worlds theories (Cooper, 

et al., 1995; Cooper, 1998; Phelan et al., 1991). 

What emerges from this report is the need for a broad conceptual 

framework to inform the boundaries of youthhood. In addition to the 

frameworks noted above, The Youth Progress Index (YPI) (European 

Youth Forum, 2024) offers an additional lens through which to view 

how we understand and set the boundaries of youthhood. The YPI 

instructs us to look at three main dimensions for youth. These include 

their 1) basic human needs (nutrition and basic medical care, water 

and sanitation, shelter, personal safety); 2) foundations of wellbeing 

(access to basic knowledge, access to information and communication, 

health and wellness, environmental quality); and 3) opportunity 

(personal rights, personal freedom and choice, inclusiveness, access to 

advanced education). 

“The precision of naming (defining) takes away from the 

uniqueness of seeing” (Pierre Bonnard).  

Labels and categories are not de facto bad, but they do present their 

own set of challenges. As human beings we are in some respects wired 

to label and define things. It brings perceived precision, but that same 

precision obscures deeper understanding and nuance. Even for infants 

just beginning to speak their first words, the way an object is named 

guides encoding, representation, and memory of that object. And 

while naming and defining have evolutionary survival functions, they 

are not without their own set of conundrums. They drive behavior and 

perception. They offer efficiency and order, and a sense of 

predictability, but at the price of inflexibility and concealing the unique  

 

nature of what is before you.  According to labeling theory, people come 

to identify and behave in ways that reflect established labels. They 

simplify, guide decisions, and create communities, but they can also 

stereotype, limit growth, and reduce complex realities. While we will 

never do away with naming and labeling, we can be mindful of its 

influence and consequences, particularly as it relates to how we define, 

label, and delineate the parameters of youthhood.  

If nothing else is gleaned from this report, the ultimate takeaway is that 

chronological age alone should not define youth. Age criteria for youth 

services are largely influenced by competing and conflicting laws, 

policies, and funding mandates that do not capture the nuances of 

emotional and psychological maturity, cultural or contextual factors, the 

influence of historical forces on contemporary realities, or the influence 

of developmental processes on biological, cognitive, interpersonal, 

perceptual, and emotional functioning. As much as there is no precise 

delineation between an unripe and ripened fruit, hard and fast 

chronological age markers become misleading and woefully inadequate 

in their attempts to offer precise delineations of the categories labeled 

child, youth, and adult.   
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What is the International Perspective? 

Contact 

2.4 

BILLION 
AGES 10 TO 29 

 Today’s youth population (ages 10 to 24) is the largest in history (1.8 

billion) and is expected to grow.1 

 When expanding the age range to 10 to 29, the number increases to 

approximately 2.4 billion young people—the largest population 

within that age range in history.2 

 Since 2015, a total of 1.9 billion people will have turned 15 by 2030.3 

 Almost 85% of the world’s youth live in developing countries (60% in 

Asia; the remaining 23% in Africa, Latin America, and the Caribbean). 

This number is expected to grow to 89.5% in 2025.4 

 The median age of people in the world is 30.6 (2024).5 
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30.6  
MEDIAN AGE  WORLDWIDE 

The United Nations (UN) system, which has more than 30 affiliated organizations, programs, funds, 
and specialized agencies, plays a major role in defining the age that constitutes youth and children 
in organizations and countries across the world.  While the UN’s age criteria are used for statistical 
purposes, they are also used to protect rights, assess needs, address challenges experienced by 
young people, develop policies and programs, and engage youth in solving problems. Even within 
the UN, however, there are no universal age criteria to define youth. Regardless, international 
organizations, researchers, and countries often cite the parameters set by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) which is a subdivision of the UN.   

 
 

The following was found in a records review of 11 international groups (i.e., eight UN entities and three other 
international organizations) that drive policy, programming, and research on children and youth globally: 

 

AGE  RANGE S  USE D TO CLASSIFY  YOUTH: 

 Lower Boundary: 10 years (50%; n=5); 15 years (30%; n=3); 18 years 

(20%; n=2) 

 Upper Boundary: 24 years (50%; n=5); 29 years plus (40%; n=5)  

 One group did not have a specified lower or upper age boundary.  

TE RMS  USE D TO RE FE R TO YOUTH: 

 “Young people” (n=6) was the term most frequently used, with four 

groups using “youth” (n=4), and one group using “youth” and “young 

people” interchangeably.  

 Four groups used terms such as “adolescent” or “young people/youth” 

to subcategorize into discrete age groups. 

 FLE XIBIL ITY:  

While most international groups had a specified lower and upper age boundary for youth—a call for flexibility—particularly in 

relation to the upper age boundary was a predominant theme. This was especially true for the groups whose upper age 

boundary was at the lower end (i.e., 24.) They noted that youth mental health problems; experiences with violence; gender 

related issues; the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic; and the influence of financial, economic, and socio-cultural settings 

necessitate that “youth” remain a flexible category, with culture and context serving as important guides within any definition.  

10 TO 24 or 29  
MOST FREQUENT  

LOWER AND UPPER AGE BOUNDARIES 
FLEXIBILITY  

WITH ANY YOUTH DEFINITION 

“YOUNG PEOPLE” 
MOST FREQUENTLY USED TERM 

 KEY TAKEAWAYS  

“…many countries and organizations use a broader range to reflect the changes and 
developmental needs of youth as they transition to adulthood”. 

USAID, Youth Policy, 2012 

YOUTH GLOBALLY  

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/youth/#:~:text=Today%2C%20there%20are%201.8%20billion,progress%20and%20inspiring%20political%20change.
https://www.usaid.gov/#:~:text=The%20current%20global%20youth%20population,%2C%20productive%2C%20and%20engaged%20lives.
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/youth/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/youth/what-we-do/faq.html
https://www.worldometers.info/demographics/world-demographics/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

GLOBAL TERM USED:  
à YOUNG PEOPLE (subcategories: adolescents, 

youth) 

AGE PARAMETERS: 10 TO 24 YEARS 
à Adolescents: 10-19 
à Youth: 15-24* 
*Note the overlap between adolescent and youth 
 

 

WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION  
(WHO)7 
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A UN agency focused on global public health. 

FLEXIBILITY 
Can go up to age 29 when considering: 

à Mental health problems (e.g., depression, anxiety, social exclusion) including 
suicide, experiences with violence, sexual violence, and the impact of COVID-19 
pandemic, etc. 

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS 

à WHO’s age parameters for youth have a major influence on other international 
organizations and countries in the world.  

à WHO led studies of health on young people related to their well-being and 
development, include the lower age boundaries of 10-, 15-, or 18-year-olds and are 
inclusive of people at a maximum boundary of 29 years. 

FLEXIBILITY 
à Recognizes that member states and other entities’ definition of youth may change 

with circumstances, including but not limited to demographic, financial, economic 
and socio-cultural settings.  

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS 

à Publicly state that there is “no universally agreed international definition of the 
youth age group.” 

à All UN statistics on youth are based on the definition of 15 to 24. It is used to assess 
the needs of young people and provide guidelines for youth development. 

 

GLOBAL TERM USED:  
à YOUTH (subcategories: adolescents, young 

people) 

AGE PARAMETERS: 15 TO 24 YEARS 

 

 

 

THE UNITED NATIONS (UN)4,6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An international organization that works to promote 
global peace and security. 

GLOBAL TERM USED:  
à YOUNG PEOPLE 

AGE PARAMETERS: 18 TO 29 YEARS 
 

 

 

UN SECURITY COUNCIL (UNSC)8  

Primary responsibility for the maintenance of 
international peace and security.    

FLEXIBILITY  
Can go up to age 29 when young people are affected by violence.  

à UNSC Resolution 2250 (2015) addresses the role of youth in peace and security to 
enable young people to participate meaningfully in peace processes and dispute 
resolution.  

à It is an important landmark decision that expands youth to an upper boundary of 
29 years. Approximately 408 million youth (aged 15-29) reside in settings affected 
by armed conflict or organized violence, with 1 in 4 affected by violence.  

GLOBAL TERMS USED:  
à YOUNG PEOPLE (subcategories: 

adolescents, youth) 

AGE PARAMETERS: 10 TO 24 YEARS 
à Adolescents: 10-19 
à Youth: 15-24* 
*Note the overlap between adolescent and youth 
 

 

UN CHILDREN'S FUND (UNICEF)9 
A UN organization that works to protect the rights of 
children and adolescents.   

 

FLEXIBILITY 
à UNICEF engages more young people on global issues than any child rights 

organization on the planet. They explored the relevance of age criteria for young 
people in one African country with a focus on how youth define themselves (i.e., a 
study in Niger found that young people draw on non-age-related criteria to 
identify themselves as young, and there is no consensus on lower and upper limits 
to define youth – it varies according to their local context).  

à UNICEF concluded that public policies need to consider contextual diversity to 
ensure better participation of young people in the development of their 
communities. 

https://www.who.int/docs/librariesprovider2/default-document-library/rapidevidencesynthesisdraft-for-consultation_final.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/youth/what-we-do/faq.html
https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/documents/youth/fact-sheets/youth-definition.pdf
https://unrcca.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/unrcca_handout_yps_20201.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/niger/how-youths-define-themselves-varies-according-their-local-contexts


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  GLOBAL TERMS USED:  
à YOUNG PEOPLE (subcategories: Adolescents, 

Youth) 

AGE PARAMETERS: 10 – 24 YEARS 
à Adolescence: 10-19 
à Youth: 15-24* 
*Note the overlap between adolescent and youth 
 

 

 

UN EDUCATIONAL, SCIENTIFIC AND 
CULTURAL ORGANIZATION (UNESCO)11 
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A UN organization that promotes international cooperation 
through education, science, culture, communication, and 
information. 

FLEXIBILITY 
à UNESCO states that the experience of being young can vary 

substantially across the world and between countries and regions, 
and therefore considers youth as a flexible category, with context 
an important guide in any definition. 

GLOBAL TERMS USED:  
à YOUTH (subcategories: adolescents, young 

people 

AGE PARAMETERS: 10 – 24 YEARS 
à Adolescence: 10-19 
à Youth: 15-24* 
*Note the overlap between adolescent and youth 
 

 

 

UN POPULATION FUND (UNFPA)10 

A UN agency that works to improve reproductive and 
maternal health worldwide. 

GLOBAL TERM USED:  
à YOUNG PEOPLE 

AGE PARAMETERS: 15 – 32 YEARS 
 

 

 

UN HABITAT URBAN YOUTH FUND12 
A UN organization that empowers urban youth by 
providing grants and capacity building support to 
organizations in developing countries. 

KEY TAKEAWAY 

à This organization based its age parameters on the designations made by 
African Youth Charter (see below description). 

GLOBAL TERMS USED:  
à YOUNG PEOPLE  

AGE PARAMETERS: 15 - 35 YEARS 

 

 

THE AFRICAN YOUTH CHARTER 
(AFRICAN UNION)13 

A legal and political framework developed in 2006 by the 55 
member countries of the African Union to protect the rights of 
young people in Africa. 

FLEXIBILITY 
à Age distribution varies across African countries contributing to the 

heterogeneity of youth for policy and programmatic formulation and 
implementation. Therefore, a one-size-fits all approach cannot work. 
For example, the median age of young people in Niger is 15, in Chad 17, 
Sierra Leone 19, and Rwanda 20. South Africa and Tunisia’s median age 
are slightly higher at 26 and 31.6 years respectively.    

International Perspective At-A-Glance 

  

KEY TAKEAWAY 

à The term “youth” can have different meanings in different societies. The 
UN’s definition of youth does not preclude other definitions that member 
states may use. 

https://www.unesco.org/en/youth
https://www.unfpa.org/about-us
https://unhabitat.org/urban-youth-fund
https://saiia.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Occasional-Paper-307-mpungose.pdf


 

GLOBAL TERM USED: 
à YOUNG PEOPLE 

AGE PARAMETERS: 18 – 30 YEARS 

ORGANIZATION FOR ECONOMIC CO-
OPERATION AND DEVELOPMENT (OECD)15 
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An international organization that promotes economic 
growth, prosperity, and sustainable development with 38 
member countries spanning the world, from North America 
and South America to Europe and Asia-Pacific. 

KEY TAKEAWAY 
à The OECD conducts regular international survey studies of young people with 

an intentionally wide age range (i.e., a maximum boundary of 29 years).  
à OECD’s global studies (pre and post the COVID pandemic) found demographic 

trends in which young people have significant economic and financial concerns 
(e.g., employment and housing insecurity, delays in starting families), with 
people of color and women aged 18 to 29 being the most vulnerable due to a 
lack of access to education, employment, or training. 

GLOBAL TERMS USED:  
à YOUTH & YOUNG PEOPLE (used

interchangeably) 

AGE PARAMETERS: 10 - 29 YEARS 

U.S. AGENCY FOR INTERNATIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT (USAID) 2,14 

A U.S. government agency that provides humanitarian 
assistance and development to partner countries. 

FLEXIBILITY 
à USAID acknowledges that while some define youth as 15 to 24-years-old, it is a 

life stage that is neither finite nor linear. Therefore, USAID’s Youth in 
Development Policy uses a broader definition of youth denoting young people as 
those aged 10 to 29 years, with a general programmatic focus on youth aged 15 
to 24 years assessed as having the most vulnerabilities. 

KEY TAKEAWAY 
à Considers four distinct age groups to comprise youth age: early adolescence = 10–

14; adolescence = 15–19; emerging adulthood = 20–24; transition to adulthood = 
25–29. 

à While USAID has a broader definition of youth, in its systematic analysis of youth 
vulnerabilities (including programming efforts) it has limited the age range to 15 
to 24-years old. 

EUROPEAN YOUTH FORUM AND 
SOCIAL PROGRESS IMPERATIVE16 

The European Youth Forum is a platform of more than 
100 youth organizations in Europe. The Social Progress 
Imperative is a nonprofit focused on redefining how the 
world measures success.  

GLOBAL TERM USED: 
à YOUTH 

VARYING AGE PARAMTERS USED 

FLEXIBILITY 
à Youth is considered a dynamic concept that is constantly evolving and 

influenced by globalization.  
à The group’s Youth Progress Index (YPI), which is used internationally, offers the 

following: 
o Detailed evaluation of the well-being of young people globally using three main

dimensions with 12 components that describe social progress.
o The YPI benchmarks each nation against ideal and worst-case scenarios, which

assigns an overall score, based on a country's performance in relation to other
countries with comparable GDP per capita. This enables the YPI to gauge a
country's progress (ranging from underperforming to overperforming in
addressing youth issues relative to its economic peers.

o To provide a more granular understanding of social progress, each dimension is
further divided into 12 components.  These are: Basic human needs (i.e.,
nutrition and basic medical care, water and sanitation, shelter, personal safety), 
Foundations of wellbeing (i.e., access to basic knowledge, access to information
and communication, health and wellness, environmental quality), and
Opportunity (i.e., personal rights; personal freedom and choice; inclusiveness;
access to advanced education).

KEY TAKEAWAY 
à Utilizing a rigorous methodology derived from the Social Progress Index, the YPI 

empowers policymakers and civil society organizations to pinpoint the most critical 
needs of young people, dismantle obstacles to their prosperity, and allocate 
resources to foster a more just society (European Youth Forum, 2024).  

à In the last edition reporting ranking, Norway was #1 with 90.51 points out 
of 100. The US score is 83.65 which is considered an underperformance 
in this ranking. 

Despite the lack of a cohesive definition for youth, they 
assert that the transitional period extends until well-after 
an individual has achieved legal “adult” status. For the 
purposes of the Youth Progress Index (YPI), “youth” is 
individuals in the transition period between childhood 
and adulthood. Depending on the age-disaggregation 
granularity of each dataset, indicators might use 
different age brackets. 

111 
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https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2016/10/society-at-a-glance-2016_g1g6c2d1/9789264261488-en.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/#:~:text=The%20current%20global%20youth%20population,%2C%20productive%2C%20and%20engaged%20lives.
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-05/Youth_Population_USAIDs_Definition_and_Data_Source_1.pdf
https://youthprogressindex.org/
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Considerable research has been done on child-adolescent-young adult development. Like governments, organizations, and agencies worldwide, 

academic fields define "youth" to inform theory, practice, rights, and legal standing. Like the United Nations, the scientific community has not 

established a universally accepted definition. Scholars often use terms such as "youth," "adolescent," “young adult,” and "em erging adult" 

interchangeably. For example, Lawrence Steinberg, one of the world’s leading psychologists in adolescent developmental psychology and 

neuroscience defines adolescence as spanning ages 10 to 25, describing it as "the stage of development that begins with puberty and ends with the 

economic and social independence of the young person from his or her parents" (p. 17). 

 

 

 

 

 

Alignment Between the Scientific Literature and the International Perspective 

“If we look at the average of age of puberty now 
in the United States, girls are starting puberty 
around 11 or 12 years old. If you look at when 
young women are getting married in the United 
States, the average age is 27 or 28 years old. So, 
we’re talking about a pretty long span of time 
and the same time interval lengthwise for boys 
as for girls. We know that when people go 
through puberty the sex hormones associated 
with that affect the brain as well as the rest of 
the body. We can mark the beginning of 
adolescence in one way by looking at when that’s 
happening, so that really is determined when 
someone goes through puberty. On the other 
hand, we can look at the end of adolescence in 
terms of when the brain is not maturing so much 
anymore and that seems to be going on until 
people are in their mid-20s or so. Roughly 
speaking, we can look at this period and bracket 
it as going from age 10 to age 25.” 

Steinberg (2014) 

Alternatively, other researchers conceptualize emerging adulthood as a 

distinct period between adolescence and full adulthood, typically occurring 

between ages 18 and 29 (Arnett et al., 2014, Bleidorn & Schwaba, 2017). 

Jeffrey Arnett, another influential developmental psychologist who coined 

the term “emerging adulthood” (2006) argues that adulthood, once defined 

by milestones such as leaving home, is now marked by psychological markers 

such as self-responsibility and independent decision-making (Arnett et al., 

2014; p. 569). This shift has prolonged transitions into traditional adult roles, 

including career, marriage, and parenting. Arnett (2014) further identifies 

"identity exploration," "instability," and "feeling in-between" as defining 

characteristics of emerging adulthood. These may contribute to increased 

risks of mental health challenges and substance use. 

Like this review, the peer-reviewed literature consistently explores the age 

range that defines youth. A recent scoping review by social and behavioral 

scientist Anna Ettinger (Ettinger et al., 2022) highlights the global variability 

in defining youth and determining what constitutes a successful, thriving 

youth population. While the lower age range is relatively consistent—often 

linked to biological and developmental markers such as puberty-related 

physical changes (Ettinger et al., 2022)—the upper age range is far more 

variable.  

 

 

 

It is typically shaped by neuropsychological, social, economic, and transitional factors related to adulthood, including independent living and 

workforce development. As previously noted, the UN acknowledges that chronological definitions of youth differ across nations, shaped by 

sociocultural, institutional, political, and economic contexts. This alignment between international perspectives and scientific literature reinforces 

that youth is not a fixed category but a flexible construct influenced by multiple developmental and societal factors. The sc ientific literature offers 

examples of this across multiple domains, including: 

 

 

 

Cognitive Development and Decision-making: Neurological 

development continues well into the mid-to-late 20s, reinforcing 

the need for flexibility in defining youth. For example, the frontal 

lobe, responsible for decision-making and impulse control, is 

among the last brain regions to mature, contributing to 

heightened risk-taking behaviors during adolescence and 

emerging adulthood (Casey et al., 2008; Luna et al., 2004). While 

full neurocognitive development is generally reached by age 25 

(Arain et al., 2013), some research suggests maturation 

continues until age 30 (van Blooijs et al., 2023). 

 

 

 

Mental Health: Adolescence and emerging adulthood are marked 

by heightened vulnerability to mental health challenges. Youth 

aged 18–29 experience some of the highest rates of mental 

disorders, including depression, anxiety, schizophrenia, and 

substance use disorders (Arnett, 2005; Arnett et al., 2014; Rapee et 

al., 2019). Recognizing this risk, the literature and many public and 

private youth serving organizations define youth broadly, with 

transition-age youth (TAY), typically aged 16–24, considered an 

especially high-risk group for mental health difficulties and suicide ( 

Katz et al., 2024; Martel & Fuchs, 2017). Programs addressing youth 

mental health frequently extend services to those up to 25 or even 

30 years old to accommodate developmental needs. 
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Socioemotional Maturity: The transition to adulthood is not 

solely defined by age but by the gradual development of 

socioemotional maturity. Research suggests that individuals 

below the range of 25 to 29 years old may still be developing 

emotional regulation, problem-solving abilities, and personal 

responsibility (Arnett, 2006; Bleidorn & Schwaba, 2017). This 

aligns with findings that brain development extends into the 

mid-20s, reinforcing the argument for a flexible upper age 

boundary in youth-focused policies and services (Casey et al., 

2008). 

 

 

 

Independent Living & Economic Independence: Internationally, 

youth definitions often extend beyond biological and 

psychological development to include economic and social 

independence. For example, the African Union defines youth up 

to ages 30 or 35, recognizing that full adulthood is tied to 

financial stability and the ability to support a family (African 

Union). However, in collectivist cultures, adulthood may be 

determined less by independence and more by continued 

contributions to family and community (Freeberg & Stein, 1996; 

Rossi, 2001; Triandis, 2001; Zeldin & Topitzes, 2002). This 

cultural variability further supports the need for adaptable 

definitions of youth across contexts. 

 

 

 

Alignment Between the Scientific Literature and the International Perspective 
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What is the National Perspective? 

Contact 

48.2 
MILLION 

AGES 14 TO 24 

 In 2023, the U.S. population consisted of 334.9 million people. Of those, 48.2 million 

(15%) were youth and young adults ages 14 to 24. Of that group, 30.5 million (63%) 

were young adults ages 18 to 24.1  

 Among young people 18 to 24 years old, about 24% were Latin x, 14% were 

Black/African American, 6% were Asian, 4% were multiracial, 1% were American Indian 

or Alaska Native, and less than 0.5% were Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander 

Americans.  1  

 Among young people 14 to 24 years old, 22% were immigrants or lived with at least 

one foreign-born parent. Of those, 53% lived in four states: California, Texas, New 

York, and Florida.  1  

 Young adults 25 to 29 made up 7% (22 million people) of the total U.S. population.2 

 Context, including temporal changes matter for young people.  In 1980, the median age 

for marriage was 22 for women, and close to 25 for men. In 2023, it was 28 years old 

for women and 30 years old for men.3 

Final Report:  What Defines Youth? It depends.  

 

22 MILLION 
AGES 25 TO 29 

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) plays a major role in setting age parameters 
that define children and youth for policy makers, government agencies, youth-serving professionals and 
organizations, legal representatives, parents, and caregivers. The National Academies of Science, 
Engineering and Medicine, along with the Institute of Medicine (IOM), and the National Research Council 
(NRC) are highly influential and provide scientific advice related to age definitions of youth. Still, the 
U.S. lacks a universal definition of youth and corresponding age parameters. This deficit exists despite 
research over the past decade that has changed our understanding of brain structure and functioning, 
and the impact of health and economic disparities on youth development. To a degree, the U.S. 
government and some non-government entities, use the United Nation’s (U.N.) age parameters of 15 to 24 
years old to define youth and measure youth demographics.  
 
 

The following was found in a records review of 8 federal governmental agencies (i.e., six within the Department 

of Health and Human Services, 2 other federal agencies) and 4 prominent private organizations, all of which 

drive or inform policy, programming, and research on children and youth nationally:  

AGE  RANGE S  USE D TO CLASSIFY  YOUTH : 

 Lower Boundary: 10 years (25%; n=3) or 12 years (16%; n=2). To a 

lesser degree ages 11 (n=1), 13 (n=1), 14 (n=1), and 15 (n=1) were 

used. Three groups did not have a specified lower age boundary.  

 Upper Boundary: 24 years (16%; n=2) or 25 years (33%; n=4). To a 

lesser degree, ages 19 (n=1), 21 (n=1), and 26 (n=1) were used . One 

group was an outlier using 16-17 years, while one did not have a 

specified upper age boundary. 

  

  

 

  

 To a lesser degree, youth (n=2), juvenile (n=1), teenager (n=1), and 

young people (n=1) were used. 

 

TE RMS  USE D TO RE FE R TO YOUTH : 

 Adolescent (n=9) and young adults (n=8) were the most frequently 

used. To a lesser degree, youth (n=2), juvenile (n=1), teenager (n=1), 

and young people (n=1) were used. 

10 or 12  
MOST FREQUENT  

LOWER AGE BOUNDARIES 

“ADOLESCENT” OR 
“YOUNG ADULT” 
MOST FREQUENTLY USED TERM 

 KEY TAKEAWAYS  

YOUTH IN THE UNITED STATES  

24 or 25  
MOST FREQUENT  

UPPER  AGE BOUNDAR Y 

“An expanded and more inclusive definition of adolescence is essential for developmentally 
appropriate framing of laws, social policies, and health care and human services systems. 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Population Affairs (2023) 

https://www.aecf.org/blog/a-national-profile-of-youth-and-young-adults#:~:text=As%20part%20of%20the%20Annie,inequities%20for%20youth%20of%20color.
https://www.aecf.org/blog/a-national-profile-of-youth-and-young-adults#:~:text=As%20part%20of%20the%20Annie,inequities%20for%20youth%20of%20color.
https://www.aecf.org/blog/a-national-profile-of-youth-and-young-adults#:~:text=As%20part%20of%20the%20Annie,inequities%20for%20youth%20of%20color.
https://www.statista.com/statistics/241488/population-of-the-us-by-sex-and-age/
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/visualizations/time-series/demo/families-and-households/ms-2.pdf
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National Perspective Summary Continued  

Final Report:  What Defines Youth? It depends.  

 

At the global level, the U.N. set the tone by asking a question: Who are the youth? While different U.N. entities set different age 

parameters for youth, most have issued formal statements arguing for flexibility in those parameters so that the concept of 

youth isn't strictly bound by a specific age range and can vary depending on a mult itude of factors. This allows countries and 

international groups to consider culture, socio-political context, and other factors when determining who should be viewed as a 

youth in a variety of legal and cultural settings. Currently, the U.S. government of fers no formal pathways to flexibility related to 

definitions of youth by age. However, key stakeholders at the national level have consistently highlighted compelling evidenc e 

that current age parameters used to mark the transition from youth to adulthood  - often used by policymakers, programs, and 

funders - are in fact arbitrary. It should be noted that based on the records review, the most frequently used term to refer to 

youth at the international level is young people  (see section titled “What is the International Perspective?”) . The term young 

adult did not appear in the international records reviewed.  

 

Based on a review of records at the national level, adolescent and young adult were the most frequently used terms. As stated 

by the Board on Children, Youth, and Families, Institute of Medicine, and the National Research Council (2015), young adults do 

not seem to be either adolescents or adults, “but a little of both.” Demarcating the teenage years from the early stages of 

adulthood—typically near or around the age of majority at age 18—is often done to inform the design, delivery, and evaluation 

of programs and to conduct research on youth. The multitude of differing definitions and age ranges at the national level, 

contributes to uncertainty, confusion, and contradictions. Finally, while some advocate for a standardized definition, there is not 

a corollary call for flexibility that reflects the varying factors that impact youth development and the transition to adulthood.  

“In an effort to promote consistency in data analysis across domains of research and policy, the 
committee arrived at the age range 18-26 after considerable deliberation. The choice of 18 as the lower 
bound of young adulthood is conventional from a societal point of view—it is the “age of majority,” the 

point at which individuals are legally considered adults not only in this country but in many other 
countries around the world as well. The choice of 26 as the upper bound is less clear. From biological 

and societal perspectives, no compelling evidence supports 26 versus 24, 25, 27, or 28. 

-INSTITUTE OF MEDICINE AND NATIONAL RESEARCH COUNCIL OF THE NATIONAL ACADEMIES (2015) 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

GLOBAL TERM USED:  
 YOUNG PEOPLE (subcategories: adolescents, 

youth) 

AGE PARAMETERS:  
 

 

National Perspective At-A-Glance  
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FLEXIBILITY 

 Text Take Action for Adolescents ‒ A Call to Action for Adolescent Health and Well -

Being aims to ensure that all adolescents in the U.S. have the safety, support, and 

resources they need to thrive, be healthy, and have equitable opportunity to realize 

their full potential.  

 The 10-24 age span is referred to as a more “expanded” and “more inclusive definition” 

that recognizes that this population has differing needs which should be addressed.  

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS 

The initiative is aimed at improving adolescent health and well -being by promoting 

policies, programs, and practices that ensure all young people have access to the 

support and resources needed to thrive, address disparities, and empower youth 

agency across sectors, including healthcare, education, and community services.  

 The broader definition was revised to take into consideration the development and 

maturation of the brain’s prefrontal cortex and is particularly sensitive to 

environmental and social influence. It is also meant to align with definitions of 

adolescence that have been used in previous seminal reports, strategic plans, and 

articles on adolescent health and well-being. 

GLOBAL TERM USED:  
 ADOLESCENTS, YOUTH (Used interchangeably)  

AGE PARAMETERS: 10-24 YEARS 
 

 

 

OFFICE OF POPULATION AFFAIRS4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A DHHS agency that works to improve reproductive 
health, adolescent health, and family planning. 

ORGANIZATION NAME 

ORGANIZATION NAME 

Description 

  GLOBAL TERM USED:  
 ADOLESCENTS, YOUNG ADULTS 

AGE PARAMETERS: 13 – 25 YEARS 
 Adolescents: 13-18 

 Young Adults: 18-25 
 

 

 

THE NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF 
MENTAL HEALTH (NIMH)5,6  

A DHHS agency researching mental disorders, 
including prevention, recovery, and cure. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

 NIMH defines the prevalence of mental illness in the U.S. using age parameters of 

13 to 18 for adolescents and 18 to 25 for young adults.  

 In the NIMH Strategic Framework for Addressing Youth Mental Health Disparities 

for fiscal years 2022–2031, the age definition is narrowed to 13 to 24 years old. 

This framework is a conceptual approach designed to help guide activities, 

including research funding, stakeholder engagement, and workforce development 

as they relate to research on the mental health needs of young people impacted by 

racial and ethnic health disparities.  

 

  

SUBSTANCE ABUSE AND MENTAL 
HEALTH SERVICES ADMINISTRATION 

(SAMHSA)7 

A DHHS agency focused on improving the nation's 
behavioral health by reducing the impact of mental 
illness and substance abuse. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

 SAMHSA’s National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH), provides estimates of 

substance use and mental illness at the national, state, and substate levels on an 

annual basis. It defines adolescents as 12 to 17 years old and young adults as 18 to 

25 years of age.  

 In 2021, SAMSHA estimated that approximately 3.2 million or about 6.8% of people 

between the ages of 14 and 24 were living with a physical or mental disability and 

argued for developing new prevention strategies and tailoring existing prevention 

education and tools for this age group.  

 SAMHSA suggests young adults (18 to 25 years) enter a developmental period that 

involves numerous social, emotional, and physical transitions and changes, which 

in combination with growing independence and self-focus, can increase the risk for 

initiating or increasing substance use and future substance misuse or SUDs. 

 

 

 

GLOBAL TERM USED:  
 ADOLESCENTS, YOUNG ADULTS 

AGE PARAMETERS: 13 – 25 YEARS 
 Adolescents: 12-17 

 Young Adults: 18-25 
 

 

 

  

CENTERS FOR DISEASE CONTROL AND 
PREVENTION (CDC)8 

A DHHS agency focused on national public health. 

FLEXIBILITY 

 The CDC uses a variety of age categories for different purposes.  

 

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS 

 In the case of:  HIV (based on sexual maturity): adolescence = 13 to 19 and young 

adults = 20 to 24, Parenting teens = 12 to 19, Physical activity = 12 to 21. 

 COVID-19 = children, adolescents, and young adults stratified into five age groups: 

0 to 4, 5 to 10, 11 to 13, 14 to 17, and 18 to 24, Youth violence = 10 to 24. 

 

 

GLOBAL TERM USED:  
 ADOLESCENTS, YOUNG ADULTS 

AGE PARAMETERS: NO SET AGE RANGE 
 

 

https://opa.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/2025-01/take-action-for-adolescents-2024.pdf
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/mental-illness#:~:text=due%20to%20SMI.-,Prevalence%20of%20Any%20Mental%20Illness%20(AMI),among%20Asian%20adults%20(16.8%25).
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/nimh-strategic-framework-for-addressing-youth-mental-health
https://library.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/substance-use-youth-disabilities-pep24-06-003.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/health-topics.html#cdc-atozlist
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GLOBAL TERM USED:  
  

AGE PARAMETERS:  
 

 

 

  
GLOBAL TERMS USED:  

 YOUTH, YOUNG ADULTS, ADOLESCENTS 

AGE PARAMETERS: 12 – 25 YEARS (Used 

interchangeably)  

 

 

 

 

ADMINISTRATION FOR CHILDREN AND 
FAMILIES (ACF) ADMINISTRATION ON 

CHILDREN, YOUTH AND FAMILIES (ACYF) 9 

Under the DHHS, ACYF manages federal programs for 
children, youth, and families. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

 In a letter sent to partners and colleagues in 2024, ACF uplifted the youth 

age definitions and rationale developed by the National Academies of 

Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine’s 2019 publication “The Promise of 

Adolescence: Realizing Opportunity for All Youth” (see below).  

  GLOBAL TERMS USED:  
 ADOLESCENTS, YOUNG ADULTS 

AGE PARAMETERS: NO SET AGE RANGE 
 
 

 

OFFICE OF THE ASSISTANT SECRETARY 
FOR HEALTH (OASH), OFFICE OF DISEASE 

PREVENTION AND HEALTH 
PROMOTION10 

Under DHHS, Healthy People 2030 sets data-driven 
national objectives to improve health and well-being 
over the next decade. 

FLEXIBILITY 

 Healthy People 2030 use a variety of age definitions for adolescents  

and young adults with age boundaries often informed by data. In a review  

of objectives that had the term adolescents and/or young adults, the most 

frequent age boundaries for adolescents were 12 to 17 (with some objectives 

going as low as age 10 and others going as high as age 19). There were no 

objectives that solely included the term young adults. Young adults were 

added onto objectives that included the term adolescents with an upper age 

boundary of 24 with a few exceptions of age 25. Some objectives were defined 

by school age (middle and high school), with adolescence defined as grades 9 

through 12 in these cases.  

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS 

Examples of objectives with varying age definitions:  

 MHMD-06: Increase treatment for depression among adolescents and young 
adults (16 to 24).  

 AH-09: Reduce number of adolescents and young adults who aren’t in school 

or working (16 to 24).  

 AH-03: Increase adult support for adolescents (12 to 17).  

 STI-01: Increase proportion of adolescents who get screened for chlamydia (16 

to 24).  

 TU-10: Eliminate smoking initiation for adolescents and young adults (12 to 

25).  

 IVP-303: Reduce the number of young adults who report ACEs (18 to 25).  

 AH-10: Reduce rates of violent crimes committed by minors and young adults 

(10 to 24).  

 Reduce suicidal ideation among LGBT students (grades 9 through 12).  

  GLOBAL TERM USED:  

 YOUNG ADULT, JUVENILE 

AGE PARAMETERS: 16 OR 17 YEARS* 
(i.e.,  maximum age for many states)  
*most states do not have a minimum age for 
prosecution.  

 

 

 

OFFICE OF JUVENILE JUSTICE AND 
DELINQUENCY PREVENTION (OJJDP)11 

Under the Department of Justice, OJJDP provides 
national leadership, coordination, and resources to 
prevent and respond to juvenile delinquency. 

FLEXIBILITY 

 As of 2021, VT, MI and NY, have raised the maximum juvenile court 

jurisdiction to 18 years old (i.e., a young adult can remain under the 

purview of juvenile courts until they turn 19).  

 In 2020, VT allowed juvenile court jurisdictions to include 19-year-olds in 

2022. 

 WA statute sets the minimum age of prosecution at 8, but to charge 

children between 8 and 12 in juvenile court, state prosecutors must prove 

that they “have sufficient capacity to understand the act.” 

 

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS 

 The age parameters continue to be modified as legislators are informed by 

emerging research on adolescent development, which shows that the 

developmental process continues through “young adulthood .” Several 

states have increased their maximum ages to better serve those who 

offend at a young age and to protect them from insertion into the adult 

justice system (SBB, 2021c). 

National Perspective At-A-Glance  

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/about#:~:text=The%20Administration%20for%20Children%20&%20Families,guidance%2C%20training%20and%20technical%20assistance.
https://odphp.health.gov/healthypeople
https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/model-programs-guide/literature-reviews/age-boundaries-of-the-juvenile-justice-system
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ORGANIZATION NAME 
1 

GLOBAL TERMS USED:  
 TEENAGERS, YOUNG ADULTS 

AGE PARAMETERS: 15 – 19 YEARS 
 

 

 

UNITED STATES CENSUS BUREAU12 

The principal agency of the U.S. Federal Statistical System, it 
is the nation's leading provider of quality data about the 
people and economy of the U.S.. 

FLEXIBILITY 

 In an examination of data from the American Community Survey 

(ACS), the U.S. Census defined the social characteristics of young 

adults in 2019 and 2021 (age 18 to 34) as a period of many changes, 

including in education, work, and living arrangements.  

 

  

GLOBAL TERMS USED:  
 ADOLESCENTS 

AGE PARAMETERS: 10 – 25 YEARS 
 

 

 

NATIONAL ACADEMIES OF SCIENCES, 
ENGINEERING, AND MEDICINE’S THE 
BOARD ON CHILDREN, YOUTH, AND 

FAMILIES, COMMITTEE ON THE 
NEUROBIOLOGICAL AND SOCIO-

BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE OF ADOLESCENT 
DEVELOPMENT AND ITS APPLICATIONS13 

Released a report in 2019 titled “The Promise of 
Adolescence: Realizing Opportunity for All Youth.” 

FLEXIBILITY 

 Key areas of the brain and its circuitry continue maturing from the onset of 

puberty well into the mid-twenties. It is considered a sensitive period that is 

especially affected by the environment, including physical factors such as 

nutrition, trauma, and toxic exposures, as well as social factors , such as the 

influence of parents and caregivers, peers, and teachers. Disparities among 

groups of adolescents affect developmental trajectories and are predictive of 

significant 

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS 

 Adolescence is a period of significant development that begins with the onset 

of puberty and ends in the mid-twenties.  

 Outcome disparities are defined as: differences in family wealth and income, 

combined with living in neighborhoods segregated by income and race; 

differences in institutional responses to adolescents by schools, the health 

system, the justice system, or the welfare system; and prejudicial or 

discriminatory attitudes or behavior on the part of adults or peers who interact 

with adolescents on a regular basis.  

 Other sources of outcome disparities include factors related to the historical 

legacies of systemic discrimination and inequality, which are harder to 

measure, as well as a range of other understudied factors.  

  

GLOBAL TERM USED:  
 ADOLESCENTS, YOUNG ADULTS 

AGE PARAMETERS: 10 — 26 YEARS 

 

 

INSTITUTE OF MEDICINE (IOM), 
NATIONAL RESEARCH COUNCIL, 

BOARD ON CHILDREN, YOUTH, AND 
FAMILIES, COMMITTEE ON 

IMPROVING THE HEALTH, SAFETY, 
AND WELL-BEING OF YOUNG 

ADULTS14,15,16 

Released a report in 2015 titled “Investing in the 
Health and Well-Being of Young Adults.” 

FLEXIBILITY 

 Adolescence begins with the onset of puberty (around age 10). Young 

adulthood ends during the mid-twenties (up to age 25 or 26). Transition into 

full adulthood that can last up to about age 30. The choice of 26 as the 

upper boundary for young adulthood is connected to the Patient Protection 

and Affordable Care Act, which marks the point at which young adults are 

no longer covered under a parent's health insurance policy. “From biological 

and societal perspectives, no compelling evidence supports 26 versus 24, 

25, 27, or 28.”  

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS 

 Consider age 17 to be the upper boundary of adolescence and that young 

adulthood (18 to 26) is a critical developmental period to be treated as a 

distinct subpopulation in policy, planning, programming, and research.  

 The social expectations associated with young adulthood in the US have 

changed. Many people do not view or treat young people aged 18 to 26 as 

adults, instead seeing them as a combination of adolescents and adults.  

 While many current data sources use 24 years old as the upper boundary, 

this is an underestimate of the duration of this transitional period for most 

young adults.  

National Perspective At-A-Glance  

https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/social-characteristics-of-young-adults-2019-2021.html
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/25388/the-promise-of-adolescence-realizing-opportunity-for-all-youth
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/18869/investing-in-the-health-and-well-being-of-young-adults
https://www.nationalacademies.org/_cache_0570/content/talking-points-adolescence-4885770000233717.pdf
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/resource/18869/YAs_Public_Health_Brief.pdf


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

GLOBAL TERM USED:  
 YOUNG PEOPLE (subcategories: adolescents, 

youth) 

AGE PARAMETERS:  
 

 

National Perspective At-A-Glance 

Final Report:  What Defines Youth? It depends.  

 

19 

FLEXIBILITY 

 While the AAP uses specific age categories to identify adolescents, it is no longer 

recommending “arbitrary age limits on pediatric health care,” and instead leaves the 

decision to individual patients, family, and pediatricians with exceptions made 

particularly in the case of children with special health care needs .  

 

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS 

 In its policy statement on the age limit of pediatrics, AAP posits that age 21 is an 

arbitrary demarcation line for adolescence because there is compelling evidence 

that brain development has not reliably reached adult levels of functioning until 

well into an individual’s thirties.  

THE AMERICAN ACADEMY OF 
PEDIATRICS (AAP)17 

 

 

 

 

 

An organization of 67,000 pediatricians committed to 

the optimal physical, mental, and social health and well-

being of infants, children, adolescents, and young 

adults. 

 

  

GLOBAL TERM USED:  
 YOUTH, YOUNG ADULTS 

AGE PARAMETERS: 14 – 24 YEARS 
 

 

 

THE ANNIE E. CASEY 
FOUNDATION1 

A private philanthropic organization devoted to 
developing a brighter future for children and young 
people with respect to their educational, economic, 
social and health outcomes. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

 Ages 14 to 24 are considered a critical stage of development. During this period, 

youth and young adults experience profound cognitive, biological and physiological 

changes.  

 

GLOBAL TERM USED:  
 ADOLESCENTS 

AGE PARAMETERS: 11 – 21 YEARS 
 Early: 11-14 
 Middle: 15-17 

 Late: 18-21 
 

 

 

https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/140/3/e20172151/38333/Age-Limit-of-Pediatrics?autologincheck=redirected
https://www.aecf.org/blog/a-national-profile-of-youth-and-young-adults#:~:text=As%20part%20of%20the%20Annie,inequities%20for%20youth%20of%20color.
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While the scientific literature and international organizations reviewed in this report emphasize the fluidity of youth as a developmental stage (see 

our discussion on the International Perspective), U.S. policies often impose rigid and inconsistent age parameters that vary across - and even within 

- agencies. This inflexible approach along with confusing age criteria complicates service provision and creates structural barriers for youth and their 

families to accessing appropriate care. It also makes informed decision-making more challenging and stressful (Backes & Bonnie, 2019). 

 

The gap between research and practice in the United States is wider than that found globally. International organizations, such as the World Health 

Organization, have implemented specialized programs, such as the Mental Health Gap Action Programme (mhGAP), to adapt interventions based on 

local cultural and contextual realities (Keynejad et al., 2021). Moreover, this gap continues to grow as researchers advocate for global policies that 

move beyond flexibility when defining youth (e.g., emphasizing proactive programs that investigate how adolescents navigate adversity and build 

resilience—insights that can be applied to support other youth) (Malhi et al., 2019).  

 

Unlike global policies that align with developmental science, the prescriptive and variable age limits imposed by U.S. federal policies on youth services 

do not align with substantial evidence that neurocognitive and socioemotional development extends well into an individual’s late twenties or early 

thirties (Arain et al., 2013; van Blooijs et al., 2023). Brain development is further shaped by social and environmental factors, challenging the notion 

that individuals reach maturity at a fixed age. Research has shown that sustained adversity can hinder cognitive and emotional growth, effectively 

extending the period of adolescence (Steinberg, 2014). Some federal policies do acknowledge the need for early intervention, offering flexibility at 

the lower end of the age spectrum. For example, prevention programs addressing youth violence or substance use often begin serving children as 

young as 8 to 10 years old in response to early risk exposure (CDC; Skara & Sussman, 2003). However, this recognition of developmental nuance does 

not extend to older youth (i.e., youth who might be considered emerging adults), where significant challenges become present. Programs supporting 

mental health and workforce development frequently end eligibility in the early twenties, failing to account for the prolonged transition into 

adulthood and the continued need for structured support. This misalignment between policy and developmental science leaves many young people 

without essential services at a time when they are still navigating critical life transitions. The impact of these abrupt age cutoffs is particularly harmful 

to youth aging out of health services. Those with disabilities (Williams, 2015) or chronic health (Reeke, 2020; Toft et al., 2018) and mental health 

challenges (Jolles & Crone, 2012) face heightened risks when they lose access to critical resources, potentially resulting in poor outcomes. The 

challenges young people encounter during this transition - including gaps in care, disrupted support systems, and increased vulnerability - have been 

extensively documented in systematic reviews (Medforth & Boyle 2023). 

 

 

 

 

 

Alignment Between the Scientific Literature and the National Perspective 
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What is the LA County Perspective? 

Contact 

2.5 
MILLION 

AGES 10 TO 29  

 Youth and young adults ages 10 to 29 years represent approximately 2.5 million Angelenos (county).  LAC has a total population of 
approximately 9,663,345 people, with youth and young adults representing a little over a quarter of the total population (26% ) or about 2.5 
million people.1  
 

 The proportion of youth and young adults ages 10 to 29 years is nearly evenly divided across “male” and “female” sex categori es. 
Fifty-one percent of youth and young adults are male, while 49% are female. These percentages represent 1,336,490 and 1,294,760 males and 
females, respectively. Given that the U.S. Census only asks about sex (biological sex assigned at birth) and not gender ident ity, transgender 
and non-binary individuals ages 10 to 29 are not reflected at all in the youth/young adult population c ounts.2 
 

 Nearly 1 in 10 adults in LAC are LGBTQ. Among LGBTQ adults, 4 in 10 are between 18 to 34 years, and over 1 in 10 are transgen der 
or nonbinary. Accurate estimates of LGBTQ youth and young adults are challenging to acquire due to the lack of broad gender -identity data 
collection in federal, state, and local population-based surveys. To counteract the limited research on LGBTQ populations, UCLA’s Sc hool of 
Law Williams Institute and the LAC Department of Public Health conducted a joint research project to prov ide information about the needs 
and experiences of LGBTQ adults in LAC. They estimated that LGBTQ adults make up 9% of the county’s adult population (i.e., 42% are 18 to 
34, 48% are 35 to 64, and 10% are 65 or older). Further, 14% of LGBTQ adults in LAC are transgender or nonbinary. While estim ates of youth 
younger than 18 were not available, national data estimates of transgender nonbinary prevalence have been found to be highest among those 
ages 13 to 17 (1.43%) and 18 to 24 (1.31%), with those ages 25 to  64 and 65 and older estimated to be 0.45% and 0.32% respectively. 3   

 

 Vulnerable LGBTQ subpopulations that face the greatest challenges in LAC are those living below 200% FPL, transgender and 
nonbinary adults, LGBTQ adults of color, and bisexual men and women.  These LGBTQ community members are disproportionately 
impacted by discrimination, harassment, and isolation and account for many of the disparities between LGBTQ and non -LGBTQ adults, such as 
higher rates of mental health issues, substance use issues, and d isabilities.3 

 

 Based on a review of two sources of racial/ethnic data for LAC, one can estimate that Latinx individuals make up the highest 
proportion of youth/young adults ages 10 to 29.  Nearly half (48.6%) of the overall county’s population were Latinx, followed by 25% 
White, 16% Asian, 9% Black, 3.4% multiracial, 1.5% American Indian/Alaska Native, and .4% Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander. A mong children 
ages 0 to 17, over half (57.9%) are Latinx, followed by 20.2% White, 10.7% Asian, 7.4% Black, 3.5% multiracial, 0.2%  American Indian, and 0.2% 
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander.  1,4  

 

 Disconnected youth ages 16 to 24 are disproportionately Black and Latinx.  In LAC, approximately 144,000 youth ages 16 to 24 were not 
in school and did not have a job, with Latinx (62.1%) and Black (12.4%) accounting for 74.5% of disconnected youth and young adults. The 
areas within the county with the highest concentrations are in South LA, Downtown LA, and the San Fernando Valley. At the city level, nearly 8 
in 10 disconnected youth (79%) are either Black (14%) or Hispanic/Latinx (65%). 5,6   

 

 Youth incarceration disproportionately affects Black and Latinx/Hispanic, with geographical disparities also in evidence . Over 9 in 10 
(94%) incarcerated youth are Latinx (57%) or Black (37%). Over half (55%) of incarcerated youth are 17 or older. The highest number of 
incarcerated youths are from South LA and Southeast LA. 7  

 

 Unhoused youth (age 17 or lower) or young adults (age 18 or higher) make up a substantial portion of the unhoused population,  
with a disproportionate representation on Black youth.  Of the 75,312 unhoused Angelenos, over 1 in 10 (13%) are youth under the age of 
18 (n=6,414) or transition-age youth (TAY) ages 18-24 (n=3,167). While the number of unhoused young adults ages 25 to 29 is not available, it 
is important to note that 14,851 unhoused individuals are ages 25-34. Notably, 38% of unhoused youth are Black, despite Black residents only 
accounting for 9% of the county’s general population. 8,9 
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51% | 49% 
AGES 10 TO 29  

 
 
 

YOUTH IN LA COUNTY  

Demographic information highlights key statistics on youth and young 

adults in Los Angeles County (LAC) based on data reports from the U.S. 

Census Bureau and local agencies and institutions, such as Los Angeles 

Homeless Services Authority, LAC Department of Children and Family 

Services, University of Southern California’s Sol Price Center for Social 

Innovation, University of California Los Angeles’ Williams Institute, and 

Kidsdata.org. The demographic data below, primarily from 2017 to 2024, 

are considered estimates, as they are based on projections and 

calculations conducted on official census counts and other population 

survey counts. As such, the data may not fully reflect the current LAC 

demographics at any given time. 

MALE FEMALE 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/losangelescountycalifornia/PST045223
https://data.census.gov/profile/Los_Angeles_County,_California?g=050XX00US06037#populations-and-people
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/LACo-LGBTQ-Adults-Jun-2024.pdf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/LACo-LGBTQ-Adults-Jun-2024.pdf
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/losangelescountycalifornia/PST045223
https://www.kidsdata.org/topic/33/child-population-race/table#fmt=144&loc=364&tf=141&ch=7,11,70,10,72,9,73&sortColumnId=0&sortType=asc
https://laoyc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Los-Angeles-County-Disconnected-Youth-2023-1.pdf
https://la.myneighborhooddata.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Opportunity-Youth-in-the-City-of-Los-Angeles_5.4.17.pdf
https://file.lacounty.gov/SDSInter/bos/supdocs/POC24-0033.pdf
https://www.lahsa.org/documents?id=8170-los-angeles-county-hc2024-data-summary
https://www.myfriendsplace.org/youth-homelessness
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LA County Perspective Summary Continued 

Contact 
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AGE  RANGE S USE D TO CLASSIFY  YOUTH:  

 Lower Boundary: 12 years (25%; n=2) or 16 years (25%; n=2). To a 

lesser degree ages 10 (n=1), 11 (n=1), and 14 (n=1) were used. One 

group did not have a specified lower age boundary.  

 Upper Boundary: 24 years (50; n=4). To a lesser degree, ages 17 

(n=2) and 21 (n=1) were used. One group did not have a specified 

upper age boundary. 

TE RMS USE D TO RE FE R TO YOUTH:  

 Youth (n=7) was the most frequently used. To a lesser degree, 

transition age youth (n=3), young people (n=3), young adults (n=2), 

teens (n=1), juvenile (n=1), early adolescence (n=1), and emerging 

adults (n=1) were used. Two groups also used legal technical terms, 

such as non-minor dependent, minor, and ward of the court.  

 

12 OR 16  
MOST FREQUENT  

LOWER AGE BOUNDARY 

“YOUTH” 
MOST FREQUENTLY USED TERM 

 KEY TAKEAWAYS  

“…it is kind of an issue of semantics sometimes when I hear ‘youth.’ It ends up being a longer age 
range than, or a broader age range than, if the words ‘child’ and ‘adolescent’ are used 

specifically.”  

-LAC Key Informant (2024) 

 

 Almost half of all youth in the child welfare system are 10 or older and most of children in the system are either Latinx or Black.  
Nearly 1 in 2 youth (47%) in the child welfare system are between the ages of 10 and 17 (35%; n = 7,176) or 18 or older (12%;  n = 2,512). Most 
children (85%) were Latinx (59.9%) and Black (25.1%), highlighting their overrepresentation of these communities  in the system.10 

 

 LGBTQ+ youth are disproportionately represented in both the foster care system and among unhoused youth in LA County. Nineteen 
percent of youth in LAC foster care identify as LGBTQ+ but it is important to note that there are between 1.5 and 2 times as many LGBTQ+ 
youth in foster care as LGBTQ+ youth living outside of foster care. Similarly, 20% of unhoused youth in the county identified  as LGBTQ+.11  

 

 Sex trafficking disproportionately impacts Black girls in LAC and there is substantial representation of this group in the child 

welfare and the juvenile justice systems.  National data indicate that the average age at which victims first become trafficked is 12 to 14 

years old. These investigations have also identified Los Angeles as one of 13 areas in the U.S. with a high intensity of sex trafficking. Data on 

youth recovered from sex trafficking in LAC show that victims are predominantly Black and women/girls, aligning wi th national trends. 

Additionally, 85% of recovered youth had prior referrals to the child welfare system. Other data indicate that 92% of young women/girls in the 

juvenile justice system identified as victims of sex trafficking are Black. 12,13,14,15 

 

  

 
Within LAC government, youth programs and services are heavily based on a combination of 
federal and state laws, regulations, penal codes, and unspecified criteria. Age parameters are often 
tied to eligibility and were intended to establish an ecosystem that supports youth across a 
spectrum of needs. These parameters, in some cases, become inflexible barriers limiting access at 
the most vulnerable points in a youth’s life. To varying degrees, insights and understanding about 
the specific stages of child/youth development also inform the process but, in some instances, it is 
unclear how and when it does. 

 
The following was found in a records review of 1 City of Los Angeles departmental program, 6 Los Angeles 

County agencies, and 1 public/private partnership: 

24 
MOST FREQUENT  

UPPER  AGE BOUNDAR Y 

https://dcfs.lacounty.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Monthly-DCFS-Data-Fact-Sheet-October-2024.pdf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/sgm-youth-la-foster-care/
https://ascjcapstone.com/terms/spring-2019/pieche/
https://file.lacounty.gov/SDSInter/dmh/211312_2014_DMH_CSEC_Fact_Sheet_FINAL.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://file.lacounty.gov/SDSInter/bos/supdocs/128811.pdf
https://www.cbcfinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/SexTraffickingReport3.pdf
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There is some evidence of limited flexibility at the county level. Some government groups set the ceiling up to age 25 if spe cific 

criteria—often legal—are met. There was less flexibility with the lower age boundary, set at age 12 or 16, which is higher 

compared to the national (i.e., age 10 or 12) or international (i.e., age 10) levels. At the county level, there is room for  further 

deliberation with respect to the flexibility of age parameters, and consideration of the influence of factors such as adolesc ent 

brain development and the extent to which disparities in child/adolescent development can significantly impact a young 

person's life trajectory. In our review of the local context, it was the initiatives/programs with greater community participatory 

processes that were more closely aligned with the scientific community about defining youth. One was a public -private 

partnership and the other a city program with the age parameters of youth ages 11 to 25 and 10 to 24.  

Finally, as the county key informant statement below suggests, tailored services are needed not only from the rationale of 

decisionmakers, but also from the perspective of youth who sometimes have a fluid perception of their own status as child, 

youth, or adult.   

 

“But we do know that [for the] 16 to 25 range for our transition age youth, many of them don't want to 
be in a child system, or they don't want to be in the adult system...They bring very unique situations and 

unique needs. And so we try to make sure that we address their needs by providing services that are 
geared for that age group developmentally.” – 

-KEY INFORMANT (2024) 

 

LA County Perspective Summary Continued 
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GLOBAL TERM USED:  
 JUVENILE, YOUTH, MINOR WARD OF THE 

COURT 

AGE PARAMETERS: 12-17 YEARS  
(CA SB 439 limits juvenile court jurisdiction to minors 
between the ages of 12 and 17. )  

 

 

 

PROBATION DEPARTMENT 

(LACPD)20,21,22,23 

LAC Perspective At-A-Glance 
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County service agency responsible for 
supervising individuals placed on probation 
within the county. It provides supervision, 
rehabilitative services, and community-based 
support programs to juveniles on probation, 
including residential treatment in juvenile 
camps. 

FLEXIBILITY 

Up to age 21 (in some cases up to age 25)  

 CA SB 823 stipulates that young adults whose cases originated in juvenile courts 

can remain in juvenile facilities until they are 21. Youth who committed more 

serious offenses but were committed to a post-disposition program through a 

juvenile facility can remain in those facilities until they reach age 25.  

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS 

 With research showing that adolescent brain development continues into the mid -

twenties, efforts have been led by governors and senior state leaders to re -

examine the age parameters of juvenile court jurisdiction. Several states have 

modified the upper age boundary (i.e., “raise-the-ceiling”) of juvenile court 

jurisdiction policies to age 18 or 19, such as VT, MI, and NY. Other states are 

considering or have raised the minimum age for adjudication (i.e., “raise -the-

floor”). CA, MA, and UT have the oldest minimum of 12 years of age. (In 

recognition of the harms caused by juvenile incarceration, CA SB 439 established 

12 as the minimum age for prosecution in juvenile court, except in instances of 

serious offenses) 

 CA became the first state in the country to limit transfer eligibility from juvenile 

court to criminal court for youth 16 to 17, with youth ages 15 and younger only 

adjudicated in juvenile court.  

 It is important to note that in a review of population counts for one LAC juvenile 

detention setting—which fluctuate daily—the facility housed youth as old as 23, 

which may have more to do with systems backlogs versus age criteria. 

FLEXIBILITY 

Programs/services provided up to age 25 years, often in collaboration with other 
county departments/contractors to improve outcomes for TAY youth involved in the 
foster care system. Examples:  

 16-25: Mental health support services for Seriously Emotionally Disturbed 
(SED) and Severely Mentally Ill (SMI) (LACDMH)  

 18-24: Emergency shelter & homeless services including transitional housing 
programs (LAHSA) 

 16-24: Behavioral health programs and services (The Village Family Services)  

 16-24: Free laptops and cellphone 

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS  

 DCFS defines children as ages 0 to 17. CA AB 12 allows eligible TAY youth ages 
18 to 21 years to continue participating in Extended Foster Care (EFC) as 
“nonminor dependents” (NMDs) and provides supportive services, helps youth 
prepare for adulthood through education and employment training, find safe 
and consistent housing, build connections with caring adults, and gives youth 
the opportunity to make decisions about their housing, education, 
employment, and leisure activities. AB12 mandates counties to develop 
transition plans for youth aging out of foster care 90 days before they turn 18 
or before they age out of EFC. 

 The Affordable Care Act requires states to provide youth under 26 who were in 
foster care at age 18 with free health care.  

 DCFS’ Independent Living Program offers transitional housing options, 
educational support and financial aid options, college readiness programs, and 
access to free technology and transportation for eligible TAY youth.  

 In 2017, the LAC Board of Supervisors passed a motion creating a bill of rights 
for children in their foster care system to ensure they are “provided every 
reasonable resource to facilitate their development as healthy, educated, and 
self-sufficient young adults.” Modeled after the California Foster Youth Bill of 
Rights, it also includes listings of local services and resources, as well federal, 
state, and local rights and legislative mandates benefitting foster youth and 
parents. 

GLOBAL TERM USED:  
 YOUTH, TRANSITION AGE YOUTH (TAY), 

TEENS, YOUNG PEOPLE, NON-MINOR 
DEPENDENTS (NMDS)  

AGE PARAMETERS: 16-21 YEARS 
(TAY defined as youth who live in out-of-home care, 
such as a foster care placement, relative caregiver,  
etc.) 

 

 

 

DEPARTMENT OF CHILDREN 
AND FAMILY SERVICES 

(DCFS)16,17,18,19 

 

 

 

 

 

LAC Child protective services agency whose goal 
is to ensure safety, well-being, and permanency 
for children and families impacted. by child 
abuse and/or neglect. 

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=WIC&sectionNum=602
https://www.nga.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Raise-the-Age-Brief_5Aug2021.pdf
https://probation.lacounty.gov/juvenile-probation-faqs/?#juvenileTerminologyTab
https://poc.lacounty.gov/dashboard/
https://dcfs.lacounty.gov/youth/teens-16/
https://www.cdss.ca.gov/inforesources/foster-care/extended-foster-care-ab-12#:~:text=AB%2012%20created%20California's%20Extended,program%20up%20to%20age%2021.
https://www.cdss.ca.gov/Portals/9/FosterCare/202009-EFC-FAQ.pdf
https://file.lacounty.gov/SDSInter/bos/supdocs/115366.pdf


https://dmh.lacounty.gov/our-services/transition-age-youth/csecy/
https://dmh.lacounty.gov/our-services/children/therapeutic-behavioral-services/
https://opportunity.lacounty.gov/how-we-help/welcome-to-la-countys-youthwork-program/


https://hr.lacounty.gov/countywideyouthbridgesprogram/
http://publichealth.lacounty.gov/sapc/public/types-of-treatment.htm?tm
https://www.readytorise.la/
https://www.lagryd.org/
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ENTITIES REVIEWED: 
à OFFICE OF JUVENILE JUSTICE & 

DELINQUENCY PREVENTION 
à THE SENTENCING PROJECT 
à ZAJAC ET AL., 2016 
à SCHAEFER & ERICKSON, 2016 
à VILLODAS ET AL., 2023 
à ABRAMS & TERRY, 2017 
 
TERMS USED:  
à JUVENILE 
à YOUTH AND YOUNG PERSON (used 

interchangeably) 
à EMERGING ADULT  
à YOUTHFUL OFFENDERS 
 
VARYING AGE PARAMETERS USED:  
à Lower age boundary: varies by state.  

à Upper age boundary: 16 -18 

 

 

JUSTICE INVOLVED YOUTH 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Populations Perspective Review 

FLEXIBILITY  
Zajac, et al., 2016: 
à Justice-involved youth commonly remain under juvenile  
jurisdiction through age 20, with some states allowing  
extension to age 24. 
 
The Sentencing Project: 
à Landmark U.S. Supreme Court cases beginning in 2010 stated that 

children under 18 must be viewed as less culpable for criminalized 
behavior due to the impulsivity associated with this period of brain 
development. Accordingly, a growing number of states have advocated 
for reforms that would protect emerging adults from punishments do not 
align with their developmental needs. For example: 

 
o In January 2024, the Massachusetts supreme court ruled it 

unconstitutional to sentence 18-20-year-olds to life without 
parole.  

 
o In California, 18-26-year-olds are classified as “youthful offenders” 

and are afforded a specialized parole review within 15 to 25 years. 
 

o In 2024, Washington State’s highest court ruled life without parole 
inappropriate for individuals under 20 years of age. 

 

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS 

Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention: 
à 45 states allow youth of any age to be brought to juvenile court on a status 

offense (e.g., curfew violations, truancy) and 30 states allow youth of any age 
to be brought to the juvenile court on a delinquency offense (e.g., shoplifting, 
drug possession). States without statutorily set age limits often rely on case 
law or common law to establish minimum age boundaries for youth to be 
subject to prosecution. 

à Criteria set by state laws are used to determine whether a juvenile should be 
transferred to the adult criminal court or be under juvenile and adult court 
jurisdictions. 
 
The Sentencing Project: 

à “Emerging adult” defendants are still undergoing neurological, emotional, and 
physical development until 25 years of age. 

 
The transition to adulthood is a developmental period that is often 
characterized by increased risk taking, identity formation, and the desire for 
independence. Young people with prior justice system involvement are 
navigating this stage of life while also grappling with the weights and concerns 
that stem from their juvenile incarceration experience. For example: 

 
Schaefer & Erickson, 2016 

à Young people who’ve spent time in juvenile confinement can experience delays 
in their psychosocial maturity, including their self-esteem, decision-making 
abilities, and their future orientation (i.e., belief in their own future), which 
poses consequences for their wellbeing in early adulthood. 
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Key Populations Perspective Review 

  

JUSTICE INVOLVED YOUTH 
CONT. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

FOSTER YOUTH 

ENTITIES REVIEWED: 
à THE CONRAD N. HILTON 

FOUNDATION  
à CONGRESSIONAL RESEARCH SERVICE  
à THE ANNIE E. CASEY FOUNDATION 

ADMINISTRATION FOR CHILDREN 
AND FAMILIES  

à CHILD TRENDS 
 
TERMS USED:  
à YOUTH AND YOUNG PERSON (used 

interchangeably) 
à TRANSITION-AGE YOUTH 
à TEENAGERS  
à YOUNG ADULTS 
 
AGE PARAMETERS: 15 – 26 YEARS  
 

 

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS CONTINUED 

à Young people who’ve spent time in juvenile confinement can experience delays in 
their psychosocial maturity, including their self-esteem, decision-making abilities, 
and their future orientation (i.e., belief in their own future), which poses 
consequences for their wellbeing in early adulthood. 

 
Villodas et al., 2023 

à While all young people are susceptible to increased mental health challenges 
during the transition from adolescence to adulthood, symptoms are particularly 
acute among formerly incarcerated youth of color. 

 
Abrams & Terry, 2017 

à Young people with incarceration histories are often thrust into adulthood 
without adequate social and economic supports. The lack of a strong social safety 
net can hinder their efforts to desist from crime as young adults. 

 
 

 

FLEXIBILITY 

à The Hilton Foundation’s Foster Youth Initiative was created to ensure that 
transition-age foster youth “lead healthy, meaningful, and choice-filled 
lives.”  Phase 1 focused on ages 16 to 24, but they extended it to ages 14 to 
26 during Phase 2 of the project. The adjusted lower age boundary allowed 
them to address the needs of foster youth in middle school. The adjusted 
higher age boundary aligned with Phase 2’s focus on strengthening college 
and career readiness outcomes among older youth.  

 
à The 2014 Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA) requires states to 

provide Medicaid coverage to most emancipated youth (i.e., youth who 
reach the legal age of adulthood without family reunification or permanent 
placement) up to their 26th birthday, provided they continued living in the 
state in which they had been in foster care. 

 

à Extending Medicaid eligibility coverage up to age 26 ensures that foster 
youth do not age out of necessary state-sponsored medical care. It also 
parallels the federal requirement that private health insurance providers 
cover dependents up to age 26. 

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS 
 

à Hilton Foundation: Former foster youth are more likely than their same-age 
peers to have a health condition or disability that affects their daily 
activities and for which they require healthcare coverage. Former foster 
youth also have elevated mental health needs (e.g., for post-traumatic 
stress disorder) and are more likely to experience pregnancies compared to 
their peers. 

à Child Trends: Child welfare agencies should ensure that young people exiting 
the system can access culturally responsive resources that promote 
educational attainment, employment, and earnings during the transition to 
adulthood. 
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FOSTER YOUTH CONT. 

  

GENDER EXPANSIVE YOUTH 

ENTITIES REVIEWED: 
à YOUNG WOMEN’S FREEDOM CENTER  
à UNIVERSITY OF CONNECTICUT 

COLLABORATORY ON SCHOOL & 
CHILD HEALTH  

à NEW YORK CITY’S ADMINISTRATION 
FOR CHILDREN’S SERVICES  

à THE CASS REVIEW 
 
TERMS USED:  
à YOUTH 
à YOUTH AND YOUNG PERSON (used 

interchangeably) 
à TRANSITION-AGE YOUTH 
à YOUNG ADOLESCENTS 
à ADOLESCENTS 
à YOUNG PEOPLE  
à YOUNG ADULTS 
 
AGE PARAMETERS: 12 – 30 YEARS  
 

 

Key Populations At-A-Glance 

OTHER KEY TAKEAWAYS CONTINUED 
 

à Casey Foundation: 
 

o 33 states offer some form of extended foster care for young people beyond 
the age of 18.  

 
o The John H. Chafee Foster Care Program for Successful Transition to 

Adulthood specifically dedicates federal resources to promote healthy 
outcomes for adolescents and young adults. 

 
o Policy and practice recommendations for achieving equitable outcomes 

among transition-age youth include: establishing adolescent and young 
adult services divisions within child welfare agencies; making extended 
foster care available in every state; redesigning Chafee services to ensure 
that child welfare agencies have adequate resources to provide 
developmentally appropriate support to young people as they transition to 
adulthood. 

 
 
 

 

KEY TAKEAWAYS  
 
à The term gender expansive refers to individuals whose gender identity, 

expression, or experience does not align with what is typically associated 
with the sex they were assigned at birth. 

 
à Marginalized communities, particularly youth of color and gender 

expansive youth, face adversities when exiting the carceral system 
including trauma prior to and during incarceration.  

 
à Transgender youth in the juvenile justice system are more likely than 

cisgender and heterosexual youth to experience family conflict and 
rejection before and after exiting the system.  

 
à University of Connecticut defines gender-expansive youth as young 

people between 13 and 17 whose gender identity does not align with 
their sex assigned at birth. The age range was determined by data from 
the LGBTQ National Teen Survey.  

 
à 40% of transgender youth ages 13 to 17 live in states that have banned 

access to gender affirming care. Oklahoma, Texas, and South Carolina 
have considered banning care for transgender people up to 26 years of 
age.  

 
à The New York City 12-24 age range is meant to reflect the physical, 

cognitive, social-emotional, and gender journey developments. These 
include hormone influxes, development of the pre-frontal cortex, local 
reasoning abilities, application of reasoning to make moral judgements, 
heightened self-consciousness (particularly regarding physical 
appearance), intensified peer influence, and expression of gender-typed 
behaviors. This period is further marked by the emergence of secondary 
sex characteristics which can engender dysphoria and trauma among 
gender-expansive youth.  

 
à Physical and neurological development of children and young people 

continues into the mid-20s, which is critical to their experiences of 
gender incongruence. In this context, young people have exhibited 
significant increases in anxiety, depression, eating disorders, tics, and 
body dysmorphic disorder which may affect adolescents’ usual activities. 
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GENDER EXPANSIVE YOUTH 

CONT. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

UNHOUSED YOUTH 

ENTITIES REVIEWED: 
à NEW YORK CITY YOUTH 

HOMELESSNESS TASKFORCE (YHT)  
à THE NATIONAL NETWORK FOR 

YOUTH (NN4Y)  
à CALIFORNIA COALITION FOR 

YOUTH (CCY) 
 
TERMS USED:  
à YOUTH AND YOUNG PERSON (used 

interchangeably) 
à TRANSITION-AGE YOUTH 
 
AGE PARAMETERS: 12 – 24 YEARS  
 

 

Key Populations At-A-Glance 

FLEXIBILITY 
à From 1981-2018, the NYC Department of Youth and Community 

Development (DYDC) served youth aged 16-20. In 2019, they 
expanded to include youth ages 21-24 to increase support for youth 
completing high school and pursuing post-secondary educational 
opportunities. 
 

à The New York City Youth Homelessness Taskforce (YHT) operates 
under the umbrella of NYC-DYDC. YHT defines “unaccompanied 
homeless youth and young adults” using NYC-DYDC’s expanded age 
definition (ages of 16 and 24) to offer services to youth.  
 

à NN4Y supports flexible cutoffs to define youth. Rigid age limits in 
service eligibility can prevent vulnerable youth accessing essential 
services. 

 
KEY TAKEAWAYS  

 
à Youth who face homelessness are generally still developing 

physically and emotionally and need support until they are able to 
support themselves. 
 

à Homeless youth often have little to no work experience, are often 
unable to complete schooling due to homelessness, experience 
higher rates of criminal victimization (e.g., sexual exploitation, labor 
trafficking), and become homeless before developing life skills (e.g. 
cooking, money management, job searching). 
 

à CCY’s age parameters were determined based upon Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs and research on the developing brains of 
adolescents.  

 
CCY’s report notes:  

à Up to 50% of adults experiencing chronic homelessness had their 
first homeless experience between the ages of 16 and 24.  

à 85% of people experiencing long-term homelessness come from a 
“youth-to-adult” pipeline. 

à The definitions serve as a guide to develop and implement programs 
to reduce youth homelessness while they transition to adulthood. 

 

 

  

YOUTH OF COLOR 

ENTITIES REVIEWED: 
à THE AAKOMA PROJECT 
à RACE FORWARD 
à NATIONAL INDIAN CHILD WELFARE 

ASSOCIATION (NICWA) 
 
TERMS USED:  
à YOUTH 
à YOUNG ADULTS 
 
AGE PARAMETERS: 13 – 25 YEARS 
 

 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 
 

à AAKOMA notes the intersecting influence of racial trauma, COVID-
19, and access to social media-conditions that pose a significant 
threat to mental health for this population.  
 

à A study of millennial's (born post 1980) challenges showed that 
young people think that race matters, and it greatly affects 
education, employment, and criminal justice outcomes. 
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PREGNANT AND PARENTING 

YOUTH 

ENTITIES REVIEWED: 
à CHAPIN HALL AT THE UNIVERSITY OF 

CHICAGO  
à NATIONAL CRITTENTON & KATCHER 

CONSULTING  
à U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND 

HUMAN SERVICES – COMMUNITY 
SUPPORT FOR YOUNG PARENTS 
(CSYP)  

à CA DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND 
HUMAN SERVICES – TRANSITIONAL 
HOUSING PROGRAMS 

 
TERMS USED:  
à YOUTH AND YOUNG PERSON (used 

interchangeably) 
à YOUNG PARENTS  
à YOUNG PREGNANCIES  
à PARENTING YOUTH  
à EXPECTANT TEENS  
à PARENTING TEENS  
à PARENTING NON-MINOR DEPENDENT 
 
AGE PARAMETERS: 13 – 26 YEARS  
 

 

Key Populations At-A-Glance 

FLEXIBILITY 
à The flexibility is observed in expanded age limits for program eligibility. 

Federal and local programs that support young parents cover several 
domains that include healthcare, education, housing, financial assistance, 
etc. 

 
à Departments of Health and Human Services have expanded age 

definitions of youth so that parenting youth can access services beyond 
18 years of age. At the Federal level, age eligibility goes up to 24, and in 
California it goes up to 25.   

 
KEY TAKEAWAYS  

 
à Chapin Hall’s “Pregnant and Parenting Youth Experiencing Homelessness 

in America” report reviews the main challenges for parenting (or 
pregnant) youth who are experiencing homelessness. 
 

à Chapin Hall defined the age range of 13 to 25 years old to align with The 
Runaway and Homeless Youth Act (RHYA). It has two specific subgroups: 

o adolescent minors (ages 13 to 17)  
o young adults (18 to 25).  

à Chapin Hall’s national survey Voices of Youth Count (VoYC) indicates that 
the relative risk of experiencing homelessness in the past year was 
significantly higher for male and female 18-to-25-year-olds who had 
children. 

 
à VoYC found that only some providers of homeless services serve minor 

parents (38% of 142 providers interviewed).  
 
à It is important to consider the unique array of overlapping challenges of 

young pregnancies including access to education (high school, college, 
trade school, certifications), early childhood education, childcare, livable-
wage jobs, long-term stable housing, healthcare, and navigating the child 
welfare system.  

 
à Parenting youth can receive support for themselves and their children in 

several areas that include:  
o Housing (e.g., California Transitional Housing for Parenting 

Youth (THP+NMD)) 
o Education (e.g. Cal-Learn, CalWORKS-Home Visiting Program) 
o Financial assistance (e.g., U.S. Department of Health and  
o Human Services – Community Support for Young Parents 

(CSYP); CA Expectant Parent Payment) 
o Healthcare (e.g., Medicaid and Children’s Health  
o Insurance Program). 
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Alignment Between the Scientific Literature and the Community Perspective 

INTRODUCTION 

The definition of youth offered by key informant interviews more 

closely aligns with the scientific literature and a review of the 
international perspective compared to what was found in the 

national perspective. Study participants emphasized flexibility over 

rigid age thresholds that fail to reflect the nuanced realities of youth, 

particularly in relation to lived experience. For example, findings 

from the DYD Youth Summit survey, where a majority (52%) of 

youth stated that their perspective on their age “depends,” 

highlights how their lived experiences shape their self-perception. 

They also identified mental maturity—defined by decision-making, 

responsibility, and problem-solving—as the true marker of 

adulthood, echoing broader discussions in the literature on equity 
and youth development (Backes & Bonnie, 2019). Youth across LA 

illustrated this connection, emphasizing how systemic forces, such 

as policing, neighborhood dynamics, and incarceration accelerate 

perceptions of adulthood, both internally and externally, in ways 

not captured by federal government agency definitions of youth. 

Steering Committee members expanded on these themes, 

describing how marginalized youth—particularly those who have 

been incarcerated—experience premature adultification, 

reinforcing the need for flexible definitions of youth that account for 
structural inequities and the prolonged transition into adulthood. 

Youth also spoke about experiences of infantilization by the juvenile 

justice system and police. 

In addition to mental maturity, community participants also 

highlighted the importance of financial and emotional preparedness 

as key markers of adulthood, aligning with the broader literature on 

youth transitions into adulthood. At the DYD Youth Summit, youth 

consistently cited practical responsibilities—such as applying for 

jobs or college, opening bank accounts, and managing money—as 

essential to independence. In contrast, college students identified 

less-tangible skills, attributes, and qualities as critical to becoming 

an adult, including good intuition, emotional maturity, independent 

living skills, stress management skills, ability to regulate emotions, 
self-control, diverse life experiences, time management skills, 

accountability to self and others, and direction and purpose in life. 

Aligned with these findings, research suggests that many young 

people struggle to live independently well into their twenties, a 

phenomenon often described as “failing to launch” (Arnett, 2006; 

Goodman et al., 2021; Hamilton, 2016). Structural barriers play a 

major role in these delays, with economic instability, social context, 

and systemic inequities significantly shaping youth trajectories. For 

example, the COVID-19 pandemic disproportionately impacted 

youth between ages 16 and 24—especially youth of color—through  

job loss and unemployment. Up to 25% of emerging adults were 

neither in school nor steadily employed during this period  
(Goodman et al., 2021; Lewis, 2020). Such challenges reinforce 

the community's call for more flexible definitions of youth that 

reflect the structural barriers young people face, rather than 

arbitrary age-based cutoffs. 

EQUITY CONSIDERATIONS IN DEFINING YOUTH 

Understanding youth through an equity lens requires 

acknowledging how social, economic, and systemic factors shape 

development and the transition to adulthood. As discussed 

earlier, both community perspectives and academic literature 

highlight the need for flexibility in defining youth, but this is 

particularly salient for those who face structural barriers. The 

experiences of youth cited in our study underscore how factors 
such as race, socioeconomic status, trauma (including from 

incarceration), and policing affect their sense of maturity and 

readiness for adulthood. The research discussed below reinforces 

these perspectives, demonstrating that external challenges—

such as discrimination, economic instability, and systemic 

inequities—can delay key developmental milestones. The 

following sections explore how these considerations, both raised 

by the community and supported by the literature, should inform 

policies and programs aimed at supporting youth. 

RACIAL AND ETHNIC EQUITY CONSIDERATIONS 

Youth of color often navigate structural disadvantages that 

impact their socioemotional development, economic stability, 

and overall well-being. Repeated exposure to racism, 
discrimination, over-policing, incarceration, childhood trauma, 

and poverty creates barriers to independence and success 

(Crutchfield et al., 2009; Jones Harden & Slopen, 2022; Kim & 

Drake, 2018; Lichter et al., 2005; Magaña & Vanegas, 2021; 

Mersky et al., 2021; Piquero, 2008; Trent et al., 2019). These 

disparities manifest in higher rates of parental unemployment, 

lower household wealth, and reduced access to quality education 

and economic opportunities for African American, Latinx, and 

Indigenous youth (Angel & Angel, 2009; Coley et al., 2021; 
Damaske et al., 2017; Judd et al., 2023). 

From a neurobiological standpoint, chronic exposure to stress—

due to discrimination, adverse childhood experiences, and 

inequitable social conditions—can lead to long-term 
physiological effects that hinder neurological and socioemotional 

development (Doan, 2021; Dowd et al., 2014; Finlay et al., 2022;  
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(Doan, 2021; Dowd et al., 2014; Finlay et al., 2022; Lucente & 

Guidi, 2023; Misiak et al., 2022; Roach et al., 2023; Sanders-

Phillips, 2009; Williams, 2018). The cumulative strain of these 

experiences, known as allostatic load, contributes to lifelong health 

disparities, including higher rates of chronic disease and shorter 
life expectancies for communities of color (Hicken et al., 2014; 

Williams and Mohammed 2014; Wyatt et al., 2003). Additionally, 

racial trauma—stemming from both direct and vicarious 

experiences of racism—poses significant threats to mental health 

and well-being, reinforcing the need for targeted social and 

institutional supports (Comas-Díaz et al., 2019; Jernigan & Daniel, 

2011; Roach et al., 2023; Saleem et al., 2020). These effects are 

profound and even affect individuals on the molecular level (Brody 

et al., 2016; Rej et al., 2020).  

Counter to the harmful effects of structural racism and 

discrimination on health and mental well-being, research shows 

that culturally relevant youth development programs that foster 

ethnic identity promote positive outcomes across diverse racial and 
ethnic groups in Western societies. For example, among African 

American youth, programs that emphasize cultural socialization and 

Afrocentric values support positive development by strengthening 

future orientation, prosocial behavior, and civic engagement (Grills 

et al., 2016). This pattern holds across other communities as well. 

Latinx youth, for example, develop their identities within an 

oppressive system that reinforces racial differences. Because Latinx 

communities are racially diverse, youth programs that utilize 

cultural socialization approaches must be mindful of focusing on 
ethnic rather than racial identity (Mena, 2022). The same would 

hold true for Asian American Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander 

Americans. When these programs prioritize Latinx ethnic identity, 

they tend to yield better outcomes (Sanchez et al., 2020). Similarly, 

for Indigenous youth, participation in culturally grounded programs 

strengthens cultural identity, self-esteem, and resilience (Hunter et 

al., 2022). Among South Asian immigrant communities, ethnic 

identity is linked to self-esteem, resilience, and mental health, as 

found in Pakistani youth (Khan and Khanlou 2021). Across these 

groups, ethnic-racial identity development helps reduce disparities 
in developmental outcomes and disrupt systemic inequities 

(Umana-Taylor & Rivas-Drake, 2021). Collectively, these findings 

underscore the importance of culturally informed youth services in 

fostering long-term well-being. Such programs leverage protective 

traditions that support identity, community connection, and 

purpose. Given their demonstrated success in fostering resilience 

and preparing youth for adulthood, policies and services for youth 

of color should be culturally responsive, recognizing the critical role 

of traditions and community-defined markers of maturity in 

development and independence. 

Building on the importance of culturally relevant programming in 

promoting positive youth development, rites of passage (ROP) and 

other cultural traditions further illustrate how identity formation 

shapes youth outcomes. For example, traditional ROP—such as 

vision quests, Bar/Bat Mitzvahs, and Quinceañeras—serve as 

culturally significant milestones that reinforce a sense of identity, 

maturity, and belonging within a community (Dunham et al., 1986; 

González-Martin, 2016; Holm & Bowker, 1994; Kagitçibasi, 2002; 
Nelson, 2003; Shoham, 2018; Verdín & Camacho, 2019). While some 

of these practices have become more symbolic in contemporary 

Western contexts, they remain meaningful in shaping youth 

resilience and well-being (Scarf et al., 2016).  

SYSTEMS-INVOLVED YOUTH CONSIDERATIONS 

Youth in our study highlighted the long-term impacts of justice 

system involvement on youth development, aligning with national 

research showing that African American, Latinx, Southeast Asian, 

and Indigenous youth are disproportionately impacted by 

incarceration (Crutchfield et al., 2009; Dragomir & Tadros, 2020; 

Fader et al., 2014; Piquero, 2008; Robles-Ramamurthy & Watson, 

2019; Snyder & Sickmund, 2006). In addition, early and repeated 
police contact, often beginning between ages 8 and 13 (Geller, 

2021), increases the likelihood of future system involvement (Kubrin 

et al., 2010) and negatively affects mental health, physical health, 

and academic performance (Geller & Mark, 2022; Gottlieb & Wilson, 

2019; Jackson et al., 2022; McFarland et al., 2019; Turney, 2021) 

For youth, involvement in the justice system can delay or disrupt key 

developmental milestones, leading to maturity levels and life 

trajectories that do not align with chronological age (Arditti & 

Parkman, 2011; Barnert et al., 2016; Kurlychek et al., 2022; van der 

Geest et al., 2016). Many incarcerated youth—especially those over 

25—have missed critical transitions, such as completing high school 

or achieving economic stability. They likely also have not been 

exposed to programs that promote culture and identity and which 
strengthen resiliency. 

PARENTING YOUTH CONSIDERATIONS 

Parenting youth in our study emphasized the difficulty of balancing 
education, employment, and caregiving, reinforcing national 

findings that pregnant and parenting youth face significant barriers 

to stability. Despite declining teen pregnancy rates, the U.S. 

continues to have one of the highest rates among industrialized 

nations, with stark racial disparities (HHS Office of Population 

Affairs). 

In 2020, Indigenous, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander American, 

African American, and Latinx youth had the highest birth rates 

among those aged 15 to 19 (HHS Office of Population Affairs). These 

disparities contribute to intergenerational cycles of poverty, as 

children of young parents are more likely to experience economic 

instability and early parenthood themselves (UT Southwestern 

Medical, 2023). 
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in the process, should speak up, just share their story, too, to motivate other kids…Because there's is a lot of poverty 

over here, and it's getting worse and worse.”- Systems Impacted Youth 

“More listening sessions, that's one good support.”- Systems Impacted Youth 
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“…I would say more funding to amplify youth in their voices…if you're going to use your voices, for example, you're 

giving us the gift cards, incentives…I know for some youth, right, they're going through hard times. They need some 

support, they need to leg up. Incentives are real. Youth have bills, too. [Youth] turning 18, leaving in high school and 

they can't go to college because they got to help grandma. Or they got to help dad with a little extra bill or lights and 

it's a lot to take on. So how can we help put money in their pockets or help them build themselves professionally or 

just be that pipeline for 'em? If the youth come through our programs, how can we give them the insight to be their 

own change agents? So, be their own bosses in their own destinies, mapping out their own stories and how can we 

help them through a network of whether it's a mentor network or just something just to support them?”- Systems 

Impacted Youth 
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7 Policy - Potential policy changes should be further explored by DYD to see what is most feasible:  
Only a fraction of interviewees (n=7) spoke to recommendations related to potential DYD (and by extension, state and federal) policy 

changes. Some suggested deliberate use of data to more effectively understand specific populations (e.g., integration of Sexual 
Orientation and Gender Identity data in assessments to understand gender/sexual identities among youth), while others spoke to the 

need for advocacy related to funding streams to provide support wraparound services for young people. 

“…And so breaking down the girls, breaking down the boys by race and ethnicity and also offense and geography. 

All of that matters and our office, at the state level, we cannot mandate probation departments to break down the 

data in that way, but we know by these models of reform and transformation work that have been utilized all over 

the country, they've been tested and proven effective, to utilize particular data templates to break down the data. 

It's not rocket science. It's super simple. And when you break down the data in this fashion, then you can get to 

what is needed in order to make the correct funding, because it comes down to funding decisions. To fund the 

correct CBOs in the correct location for these kids.”  Key Informant (Government)  
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