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Physical and Neural Development During Adolescence Adolescence is a critical stage characterized by significant transformations in both the body and brain.These developments facilitate the transition from childhood into adulthood, affecting physical traits, cognitive capabilities, and emotional responses. Initiation of Puberty Puberty usually starts
between the ages of 8 to 13 for girls and between 9 to 14 for boys.Changes in hormones, especially the secretion of gonadotropin-releasing hormone (GnRH) from the hypothalamus, initiate this process. These hormonal shifts lead to the production of sex hormones, such as estrogen and testosterone, which are crucial for the emergence of secondary
sexual characteristics. Girls typically undergo breast development and begin menstruating, while boys often experience testicular enlargement and a deepening of the voice. Adrenarche, the maturation of adrenal glands, occurs before puberty and contributes to the development of body odor and pubic hair. Growth Spurts and Physical
Transformations A prominent feature of adolescence is the growth spurt.This usually happens earlier in girls (around ages 10-11) than in boys (around ages 12-13). During this time, adolescents can experience substantial height increases within just a year.This rapid physical change may result in temporary awkwardness as teenagers adapt to their
evolving bodies. Other changes include: Enhanced muscle mass and strength Alterations in body fat distribution Emergence of facial and body hair Skin changes, including possible acne outbreaks Such physical changes can have a significant impact on an adolescent’s self-image and self-esteem. Neurological Growth and Adolescent Brain
Development The adolescent brain experiences considerable reorganization.This phase encompasses synaptic pruning and myelination, bolstering neural efficiency and connectivity. The prefrontal cortex, which governs decision-making and impulse regulation, continues its development throughout adolescence.This ongoing maturation may explain
common teenage behaviors, including risk-taking and emotional fluctuations. Brain plasticity during this stage enhances learning and skill acquisition but also renders the adolescent brain more susceptible to stress and outside influences. Neuroimaging studies have shown increased activity in the reward-processing areas of the adolescent brain,
potentially influencing sensation-seeking tendencies. Cognitive, Emotional, and Psychosocial Growth Adolescence signifies a pivotal period marked by rapid progress in cognitive abilities, emotional depth, and self-awareness.These interconnected developmental areas influence how teenagers think, feel, and engage with their surroundings.
Progression of Cognitive Skills Cognitive capabilities expand significantly during adolescence, allowing for more sophisticated reasoning.Abstract thinking develops, enabling teenagers to contemplate hypothetical situations and intricate concepts. Improvements in executive functions enhance planning, decision-making, and impulse control, thus
supporting better problem-solving and goal-setting skills. Cognitive flexibility increases, helping adolescents adapt their thinking and appreciate diverse viewpoints, which benefits both academic performance and social interactions. Advancements in memory capacity and processing speed lead to more efficient learning and improved information
retention. Emotional Development and Regulation Adolescence is characterized by heightened emotional intensity and instability.Teens experience a broader range of emotions and may find it challenging to manage these feelings effectively. Emotional development involves recognizing, understanding, and regulating emotions, vital for sustaining
mental health and nurturing healthy relationships. Skills in empathy and perspective-taking emerge, enabling adolescents to better comprehend the feelings and motivations of others, thereby facilitating social connections and moral reasoning. Furthermore, emotional self-awareness expands, allowing teens to identify their emotions and understand
how these feelings influence their behavior, which is essential for developing effective coping mechanisms. Identity Formation and Self-Perception The formation of identity is a fundamental task during adolescence, as teens explore numerous roles, values, and beliefs to define who they are and aspire to be. Self-perception becomes increasingly
intricate, leading to a deeper understanding of personal strengths, weaknesses, and unique qualities.This process contributes to evolving self-esteem and self-concept. Social identity gains importance as adolescents align with peer groups and subcultures, which heavily influence their behavior, values, and aspirations for the future. Additionally,
adolescence brings an increased desire for autonomy, resulting in more independence in decision-making and self-expression, which can sometimes create conflicts with authority figures. Challenges Related to Health and Wellness Adolescents encounter various health and wellness challenges that significantly influence their development.Issues can
range from mental health problems to physical health and risk behaviors. Managing Mental Health Disorders Depression and anxiety are common among adolescents, impacting daily functioning and academic performance.Symptoms can include persistent sadness, excessive worry, or social withdrawal.Timely intervention is critical to effectively
manage symptoms and mitigate long-term effects. The risk of suicide escalates during adolescence, especially for those facing mental health struggles.Warning signs may involve discussions about death, giving away belongings, or abrupt changes in mood.Parents, educators, and healthcare professionals have essential roles in recognizing at-risk
youth and connecting them with suitable support services. Eating disorders like anorexia and bulimia frequently arise during adolescence, leading to severe physical and psychological effects.Treatment typically combines medical attention, nutritional guidance, and therapeutic support. The Significance of Nutrition and Physical Activity Adequate
nutrition is fundamental for adolescent growth and development, supporting cognitive function, bone health, and immune resilience.However, many teenagers face challenges with unhealthy eating habits or limited access to nutritious meals. Obesity rates among adolescents have surged in recent years, closely linked to sedentary lifestyles, excessive
screen time, and the consumption of calorie-dense, nutrient-poor foods.This trend can trigger various health issues, including diabetes and cardiovascular disorders. Consistent physical exercise is essential for maintaining a healthy weight and promoting overall well-being.Teenagers should aim for at least 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous activity
each day.Schools and communities can assist in achieving this target by providing sports programs and safe venues for physical activity. Tackling Substance Use and Risk-Taking Behaviors Experimentation with drugs and alcohol commonly begins during adolescence.Concerns about tobacco use, including e-cigarettes, persist despite overall
decreases in smoking rates.Binge drinking poses particular risks for teens, potentially resulting in accidents, violence, and unsafe sexual practices. Adolescent drug use encompasses more than just alcohol and tobacco; marijuana, prescription medications, and illicit drugs pose serious health risks as well.Substance use may disrupt brain development,
academic success, and social relationships. Risky behaviors, like reckless driving or unprotected sex, are prevalent during adolescence due to ongoing brain development.It is vital to engage in education and open discussions about potential consequences to help teens make safer decisions. Peer influence significantly impacts adolescent risk-
taking.Positive peer relationships and solid support systems can help alleviate these risks.Parents and mentors play a crucial role in guiding teenagers toward healthier choices and constructive coping strategies. Social Dynamics and Lifestyle Transitions Adolescence is a time of notable social changes and lifestyle transitions that substantially shape
an individual’s autonomy, cultural and gender identity, and personal relationships. Fostering Autonomy and Independence As adolescents progress from childhood to adulthood, they seek greater autonomy.This journey involves honing decision-making skills and creating individual identities distinct from their parents or guardians. Early adolescence
often sees youth beginning to question authority and striving for more control over their lives.During middle adolescence, individuals frequently demonstrate increased independence in selecting friends, activities, and personal style. By late adolescence, many will possess a robust sense of self, enabling them to make important life decisions.This
increasing autonomy can lead to: Enhanced responsibility for personal actions Improved problem-solving capabilities Heightened self-reliance Navigating this newfound independence alongside family expectations can be challenging. Healthy relationships with adults who offer guidance while respecting autonomy are key to positive growth. Cultural
and Gender Influences on Development Cultural norms and gender expectations significantly shape adolescent social evolution, affecting behavior, self-image, and interactions with peers and adults. Cultural contexts may impose different expectations regarding: Age-appropriate conduct Family roles and duties Educational and career aspirations The
formation of gender identity emerges as a pivotal aspect of adolescence.Many transgender youth begin to explore and express their authentic gender during this period, presenting unique challenges and opportunities for personal growth. Furthermore, the development of sexual identity occurs during adolescence, which entails: Understanding one’s
sexual orientation Learning about consent and healthy sexual relationships Navigating cultural attitudes toward sexuality Adolescent medicine plays a vital role in supporting youth through these transformations by offering education and care tailored to their specific needs. Changes in Family, Friendship, and Romantic Relationships Adolescence
brings profound changes in social relationships.Family dynamics shift as teens seek more independence, often resulting in increased conflict but also opportunities for deeper connections. Friendships become increasingly significant during this stage, with peer groups significantly influencing an adolescent’s: Lifestyle choices Values and beliefs Self-
esteem and social standing Romantic relationships also begin to emerge as a new facet of social life for many adolescents, contributing to: Emotional development Understanding intimacy and trust Patterns of long-term relationships Modern adolescent relationships are significantly influenced by social media and digital communication, providing new
avenues for connection while posing challenges in responsible navigation of online interactions. Preparing for Adulthood As adolescents transition toward adulthood, they encounter numerous challenges that necessitate the development of vital skills and knowledge for a successful move toward independence and adult responsibilities. Career
Exploration and Employment Proficiencies Investigating various career paths is crucial for adolescent development.Teens gain from exposure to a range of career possibilities and an understanding of the educational paths required for different professions.Schools and community initiatives can facilitate career fairs, internships, and job-shadowing
opportunities to help adolescents gain practical insights. It’s equally vital to cultivate employment skills, which encompass: Resume development Interview strategies Time management Team cooperation Problem-solving Encouraging part-time employment or volunteer opportunities can not only provide valuable experience but also foster a sense of
responsibility and develop a strong work ethic along with financial literacy skills. Building Resilience and Decision-Making Skills Resilience is essential for navigating adulthood’s obstacles.Adolescents can build resilience through: Fostering positive relationships with family and peers Participating in extracurricular activities Creating coping
strategies for managing stress Effective decision-making skills are crucial for personal and professional achievements.Parents and educators play a vital role in fostering critical thinking and providing opportunities for teenagers to make age-appropriate decisions. Moreover, adequate sleep is integral to adolescent development, playing a role in
cognitive performance, emotional regulation, and overall wellness.Teaching teens about healthy sleep habits is essential for supporting their transition into adulthood. Legal and Ethical Considerations in Adolescent Care As adolescents grow, they encounter new legal and ethical matters.Healthcare practitioners must find a balance between
confidentiality and parental participation in medical choices. Educating adolescents about their rights and responsibilities concerning healthcare is vital. Key topics adolescents should understand include: Consent age for medical treatment Confidentiality regulations Rights in mental health services Awareness of these legal matters prepares teens for
the adult healthcare landscape and fosters trust between them and their healthcare providers, promoting open dialogue regarding sensitive health topics. “* Globally, one in seven 10-19-year-olds experiences a mental disorder, accounting for 15% of the global burden of disease in this age group.Depression, anxiety and behavioural disorders are
among the leading causes of illness and disability among adolescents.Suicide is the third leading cause of death among those aged 15-29 years old.The consequences of failing to address adolescent mental health conditions extend to adulthood, impairing both physical and mental health and limiting opportunities to lead fulfilling lives as adults.One in
six people are aged 10-19 years. Adolescence is a unique and formative time. Physical, emotional and social changes, including exposure to poverty, abuse, or violence, can make adolescents vulnerable to mental health problems. Protecting adolescents from adversity, promoting socio-emotional learning and psychological well-being, and ensuring
access to mental health care are critical for their health and well-being during adolescence and adulthood.Globally, it is estimated that one in seven (14%) of 10-19-year-olds experience mental health conditions (1), yet these remain largely unrecognized and untreated.Adolescents with mental health conditions are particularly vulnerable to social
exclusion, discrimination, stigma (affecting readiness to seek help), educational difficulties, risk-taking behaviours, physical ill-health and human rights violations.Mental health determinantsAdolescence is a crucial period for developing social and emotional habits important for mental well-being. These include adopting healthy sleep patterns;
exercising regularly; developing coping, problem-solving, and interpersonal skills; and learning to manage emotions. Protective and supportive environments in the family, at school and in the wider community are important.Multiple factors affect mental health. The more risk factors adolescents are exposed to, the greater the potential impact on
their mental health. Factors that can contribute to stress during adolescence include exposure to adversity, pressure to conform with peers and exploration of identity. Media influence and gender norms can exacerbate the disparity between an adolescent’s lived reality and their perceptions or aspirations for the future. Other important determinants
include the quality of their home life and relationships with peers. Violence (especially sexual violence and bullying), harsh parenting and severe and socioeconomic problems are recognized risks to mental health.Some adolescents are at greater risk of mental health conditions due to their living conditions, stigma, discrimination or exclusion, or lack
of access to quality support and services. These include adolescents living in humanitarian and fragile settings; adolescents with chronic illness, autism spectrum disorder, an intellectual disability or other neurological condition; pregnant adolescents, adolescent parents, or those in early or forced marriages; orphans; and adolescents from minority
ethnic or sexual backgrounds or other discriminated groups.Emotional disordersEmotional disorders are common among adolescents. Anxiety disorders (which may involve panic or excessive worry) are the most prevalent in this age group and are more common among older than among younger adolescents. It is estimated that 4.4% of 10-14-year-
olds and 5.5% of 15-19-year-olds experience an anxiety disorder (1). Depression is estimated to occur among 1.4% of adolescents aged 10-14 years, and 3.5% of 15-19-year-olds (1). Depression and anxiety share some of the same symptoms, including rapid and unexpected changes in mood.Anxiety and depressive disorders can profoundly affect
school attendance and schoolwork. Social withdrawal can exacerbate isolation and loneliness. Depression can lead to suicide.Behavioural disordersBehavioural disorders are more common among younger adolescents than older adolescents. Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), characterized by difficulty paying attention and/or excessive
activity and acting without regard to consequences, occurs among 2.9% of 10-14-year-olds and 2.2% of 15-19-year-olds (1). Conduct disorder (involving symptoms of destructive or challenging behaviour) occurs among 3.5% of 10-14-year-olds and 1.9% of 15-19-year-olds (1). Behavioural disorders can affect adolescents’ education and increases the
risk of criminal behaviour.Eating disordersEating disorders, such as anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa, commonly emerge during adolescence and young adulthood. Eating disorders involve abnormal eating behaviour and preoccupation with food, accompanied in most instances by concerns about body weight and shape. Girls are more commonly
affected than boys. Eating disorders can affect physical health and often co-exist with depression, anxiety and substance use disorders. They occur in an estimated 0.1% of 10-14-year-olds and and 0.4% of 15-19-year-olds (1). They are associated with suicide. Anorexia nervosa can lead to premature death, often due to medical complications or suicide,
and has higher mortality than any other mental disorder.PsychosisConditions that include symptoms of psychosis most commonly emerge in late adolescence or early adulthood. Symptoms can include hallucinations or delusions. These experiences can impair an adolescent’s ability to participate in daily life and education and often lead to stigma or
human rights violations. Schizophrenia occurs in 0.1% of 15-19-year-olds (1).Suicide and self-harmSuicide is the third leading cause of death in older adolescents and young adults (15-29 years) (2). Risk factors for suicide are multifaceted, and include harmful use of alcohol, abuse in childhood, stigma against help-seeking, barriers to accessing care
and access to means of suicide. Digital media, like any other media, can play a significant role in either enhancing or weakening suicide prevention efforts.Risk-taking behavioursMany risk-taking behaviours for health, such as substance use or sexual risk-taking, start during adolescence. Risk-taking behaviours can be an unhelpful strategy to cope
with emotional difficulties and can severely impact an adolescent’s mental and physical well-being.Young people are especially vulnerable to developing harmful substance use patterns that can persist across the lifespan. In 2019, the prevalence of alcohol use among 15-19-year-olds was high worldwide (22%) with very few gender differences, and
showing an increase in consumption in some regions (3).The use of tobacco and cannabis are additional concerns. Many adult smokers had their first cigarette prior to the age of 18 years. In 2022, the prevalence of cannabis use among adolescents was higher than that of adults globally (5.5 per cent compared with 4.4 per cent, respectively)
(4).Perpetration of violence is a risk-taking behaviour that can increase the likelihood of low educational attainment, injury, involvement with crime or death. Interpersonal violence was ranked among the leading causes of death of older adolescents in 2021 (1).Promotion and preventionMental health promotion and prevention interventions aim

to strengthen an individual's capacity to regulate emotions, enhance alternatives to risk-taking behaviours, build resilience for managing difficult situations and adversity, and promote supportive social environments and social networks.These programmes require a multi-level approach with varied delivery platforms - for example, digital media,
health or social care settings, schools or the community - and varied strategies to reach adolescents, particularly the most vulnerable.Early detection and treatmentlt is crucial to address the needs of adolescents with mental health conditions. Avoiding institutionalization and over-medicalization, prioritizing non-pharmacological approaches, and
respecting the rights of children in line with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and other human rights instruments are key for adolescents’ mental health. WHO responseWHO works on strategies, programmes and tools to assist governments in responding to the health needs of adolescents.For example, the Helping Adolescents
Thrive (HAT) Initiative is a joint WHO-UNICEF effort to strengthen policies and programmes for the mental health of adolescents. More specifically, the efforts made through the Initiative are to promote mental health and prevent mental health conditions. They are also intended to help prevent self-harm and other risk behaviours, such as harmful use
of alcohol and drugs, that have a negative impact on the mental- and physical- health of young people. WHO has also developed a module on Child and Adolescent Mental and Behavioural Disorders as part of the mhGAP Intervention Guide 2.0. This Guide provides evidence-based clinical protocols for the assessment and management of a range of
mental health conditions in non-specialized care settings.Furthermore, WHO is developing and testing scalable psychological interventions to address emotional disorders of adolescents, and guidance on mental health services for adolescents. WHO’s Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean has developed a mental health training package for
educators for improved understanding of the importance of mental health in the school setting and to guide the implementation of strategies to promote, protect and restore mental health among their students. It includes training manuals and materials to help scale up the number of schools promoting mental health.(1) Institute of health Metrics and
Evaluation. Global Health Data Exchange (GHDx)(2) WHO Global Health Estimates 2000-2021(3) Global status report on alcohol and health and treatment of substance use disorders 2024 (4) World Drug Report. Geneva: UNODC; 2024( Share — copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format for any purpose, even commercially. Adapt —
remix, transform, and build upon the material for any purpose, even commercially. The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms. Attribution — You must give appropriate credit , provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made . You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that
suggests the licensor endorses you or your use. ShareAlike — If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you must distribute your contributions under the same license as the original. No additional restrictions — You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits. You
do not have to comply with the license for elements of the material in the public domain or where your use is permitted by an applicable exception or limitation . No warranties are given. The license may not give you all of the permissions necessary for your intended use. For example, other rights such as publicity, privacy, or moral rights may limit
how you use the material. Adolescence is a time of enormous transition. Although adolescence may appear to be a turbulent time, it is also a period of great potential as young people engage more deeply with the world around them. Adolescents typically grow physically, try new activities, begin to think more critically, and develop more varied and
complex relationships. The Office of Population Affairs worked with the Johns Hopkins University, Bloomberg School of Public Health, Center for Adolescent Health to create Adolescent Development Explained, a guide that examines the major developmental changes that occur in adolescence and provides suggestions on how parents and caring
adults can support young people as they navigate through this critical period. It builds on The Teen Years Explained: A Guide to Healthy Adolescent Developmentl, the seminal report also developed by the Center for Adolescent Health, as well as on other important sources of information. The guide specifically focuses on five areas of adolescent
development: Skip to main content Adolescence is a period of life with specific health and developmental needs and rights. It is also a time to develop knowledge and skills, learn to manage emotions and relationships, and acquire attributes and abilities that will be important for enjoying the adolescent years and assuming adult roles. All societies
recognize that there is a difference between being a child and becoming an adult. How this transition from childhood to adulthood is defined and recognized differs between cultures and over time. In the past it has often been relatively rapid, and in some societies it still is. In many countries, however, this is changing. Is adolescence defined by
specific ages? Age is a convenient way to define adolescence, but it is only one characteristic that delineates this period of development. Age is often more appropriate for assessing and comparing biological changes (e.g. puberty), which are fairly universal, than the social transitions, which vary more with the socio-cultural environment. What
physical changes occur in adolescence? Adolescence is one of the most rapid phases of human development. Although the order of many of the changes appears to be universal, their timing and the speed of change vary among and even within individuals. Both the characteristics of an individual (e.g. sex) and external factors (e.g. inadequate nutrition,
an abusive environment) influence these changes. Are there neurological changes during adolescence? Important neuronal developments also take place during the adolescent years. These developments are linked to hormonal changes but are not always dependent on them. Developments occur in regions of the brain, such as the limbic system, that
are responsible for pleasure seeking and reward processing, emotional responses and sleep regulation. At the same time, changes occur place in the pre-frontal cortex, the area responsible for what are called executive functions: decision-making, organization, impulse control and planning for the future. The changes in the pre-frontal cortex occur
later in adolescence than the limbic system changes. How about psychological and social changes? Linked to the hormonal and neurodevelopmental changes of adolescence are psychosocial and emotional changes and increasing cognitive and intellectual capacities. Over the course of the second decade, adolescents develop stronger reasoning skills,
logical and moral thinking, and become more capable of abstract thinking and making rational judgements. Changes in the adolescent’s environment both affect and are affected by the internal changes of adolescence. These external influences, which differ among cultures and societies, include social values and norms and the changing roles,
responsibilities, relationships and expectations of this period of life. How does adolescence affect one’s health and behaviour? In many ways adolescent development drives the changes in the disease burden between childhood to adulthood - for example, the increase with age in sexual and reproductive health problems, mental illness and injuries. The
appearance of certain health problems in adolescence, including substance use disorders, mental disorders and injuries, likely reflects both the biological changes of puberty and the social context in which young people are growing up. Other conditions, such as the increased incidence of certain infectious diseases, for example, schistosomiasis, may
simply result from the daily activities of adolescents during this period of their lives. Many of the health-related behaviours that arise during adolescence have implications for both present and future health and development. For example, alcohol use and obesity in early adolescence not only compromise adolescent development, but they also predict
health-compromising alcohol use and obesity in later life, with serious implications for public health. How should adolescence be considered in health policies and programmes? Our adolescent years are a dynamic window of biological, cognitive, and social changes that make us especially sensitive to certain types of learning and experiences, creating
opportunities and challenges for influencing our lifelong health and wellbeing. Developmental science offers insights into these changes, pointing to the kinds of experiences and support that can help us thrive. The research-based Key Concepts represent our core developmental needs during adolescence. Investing in policies and programs designed
to meet these needs can help establish positive trajectories that benefit the social and economic prosperity of our communities, our nation, and our world. Exploration & Risk Taking Being able and willing to take risks and try new things is a part of our natural tendency to explore the world during adolescence. It’s a fundamental aspect of learning
that helps us expand our skills, discover who we are, and ultimately leave the familiarity of home. The willingness to approach the new and unknown during adolescence is an important quality that helps us adapt to the world and prepare for adulthood. But long-standing racial and economic inequities in our society often limit opportunities to take
healthy risks and amplify negative consequences from mistakes for youth from traditionally marginalized groups. Adults need to support policies and programs that provide opportunities for healthy exploration and positive risk taking for all adolescents. Meaning & Purpose Through Contribution Adolescence is an important time for contributing to
others. Throughout our adolescent years, our physical, cognitive, and emotional capabilities mature in ways that allow us to contribute to the people around us. We become better able to provide emotional and practical support to our friends, family, schools, and broader community in deeper, more meaningful ways than when we were younger. The
experience of making a positive difference also supports our sense of meaning and purpose—the forward-looking feeling that our lives are directed and significant. A sense of purpose is associated with greater emotional wellbeing, academic success, and resilience, all of which can be powerful assets as we navigate adversity and achieve goals
throughout adulthood. Opportunities to not only contribute, but to reflect on the meaning of our contributions and to have our contributions recognized, are important to healthy development during our adolescent years. Decision Making & Emotional Regulation Learning to make good decisions and manage strong emotions in a positive way are
fundamental tasks of the adolescent years, and ones that we’'re developmentally primed to tackle during this period. Throughout adolescence, our cognitive and emotional abilities mature in ways that help us more deeply consider the needs and perspectives of others, think abstractly, and analyze more complex issues compared to when we’re
children. These changes prepare us to develop the skills we need to make good decisions and navigate our emotions. And like every skill, these require opportunities to practice in real-world situations and to make and learn from mistakes. Support from Parents & Other Caring Adults During adolescence, we become less dependent on caregivers as
we explore and expand our social worlds. But families and other caregivers continue to play a critical role in our healthy development. Secure and supportive relationships with parents and other supportive adults can help us build resilience, develop a positive sense of self, and navigate challenges. Circumstances that disrupt these connections can
impact our health and wellbeing during adolescence and into adulthood. Adults need to know that their support is still essential to helping youth thrive. Youth need programs and policies that build on the strengths of families facing challenges and ensure that all young people have a caring adult in their corner. Developing Values, Goals, & Identity
During adolescence, we start to form a deeper sense of who we are, what we value, and who we want to be. We become increasingly sensitive to social feedback and better able to think in abstract and complex ways that help us build a deeper sense of self around these questions related to identity. We think more about what it means to be a member
of our particular social or cultural group or groups. Healthy development in adolescence involves creating a positive sense of self and belonging, based on our values and aspirations. This process can be challenging if we are facing racism, sexism, and other forms of bias and discrimination, which too often causes us to be defined by others in ways
that are grounded in negative or otherwise limiting stereotypes. Adults can support this process of healthy identity development by providing opportunities for identity exploration, affirming expressed identities, and ensuring access to messages and feedback that support pride in one’s racial and or gender or other identities. Respect & Social Status
During adolescence, changes in our social contexts as we transition to middle and high school combine with physical and cognitive development in ways that increase our sensitivity to belonging and earning respect from those around us. This heightened attention to our place in the social world motivates us to learn the skills we need to adapt to the
more complex social demands of adulthood. It also amplifies the impact of feeling disrespected, excluded, or given messages that we don’t belong—including through experiences of racism, bias, and other forms of discrimination or harassment. As adolescents, we’re motivated to earn prestige and social standing from those around us. To ensure that
youth can channel this motivation in healthy ways, adults need to ensure that young people have ample positive pathways to gain respect and approval from the adults and peers around them. There are many examples of adolescent behaviors associated with psychological development:Increased risky behaviorsincreased argumentativenessEmotional
dysregulationUnderdeveloped self-esteem, self-identitySpending more time alone or with friendsWithdrawal from their parents or families Rule breaking/boundary testingThese behaviors often vary between individuals and are influenced by many factors, such as familial and peer influences, culture and diversity, and individual temperament. What is
the primary focus of adolescent psychology?Adolescent psychology focuses on the study and treatment of adolescent mental health issues. Typically, adolescent psychology is rooted in the study of adolescent development, which includes how individuals change and grow physically, emotionally, cognitively, and socially during that time. What are the
characteristics of adolescent psychology?Developmental milestones differ between adolescents, so definitions for "normal" characteristics of this phase are somewhat flexible. Typical characteristics of adolescent psychology include:An increased desire for independenceThis may include withdrawal from parents and decreased interest in family
interaction. Adolescents might test rules and boundaries during this phase and become increasingly secretive about their daily experiences as they attempt to develop an identity outside of their families. An increased awareness of body image.Younger adolescents may feel increasingly uncomfortable with the changes in their bodies as puberty
emerges. They might also begin physically comparing themselves to others in school, on social media, and on television during this phase. Adolescents may become more confident in their bodies as they grow into their mid-teens, and issues like acne, body odor, and unwanted hair are an increased focus. Adolescents typically develop an increased
interest in sex and sexual orientation during this time.Peer relationships become increasingly important.As adolescents pull away from their families, they often grow closer to their peers and begin turning to them for support and guidance. As these peer groups gain influence, pressure to conform to the rest of the group may appear. Peer pressure
can be harmless, but in some cases, it can contribute to risky behaviors like substance use and sexual activity. As individuals grow through adolescence, their sense of self may become more established, and they no longer feel the need to conform to the group. Identity development begins. As the brain continues to develop, an adolescent's capacity to
think abstractly improves, paving the way for the development of reasoning, personal values, and identity. During this phase, adolescents might become increasingly aware of their uniqueness while recognizing their similarities to others. What are the four main theories of adolescent psychology?There are several approaches to understanding
adolescent psychology. The four primary theories include:These focus on how biological factors like hormones and genetics influence adolescent development and behavior. They explore how physical development in the body and brain during adolescence can impact an individual's emotional, cognitive, and social development. Cognitive theories focus
on how adolescents think, reason, and solve problems. These theories aim to uncover how cognitive development during adolescence shapes decision-making, problem-solving, and abstract thinking. These theories explore how social interactions, relationships, and environments influence adolescent development. Factors like peer pressure, family
dynamics, and cultural influences can significantly impact identity formation, self-esteem, and social behaviors among adolescents. Psychosocial theories of adolescent psychology examine the relationships between psychological and social factors in adolescent development. What is the importance of studying adolescent psychology?Adolescent
psychology is essential for understanding the complex human transition from childhood to adulthood. However, there are other significant reasons why studying adolescence is critical. For example, researchers studying adolescent psychology may identify risk factors for mental health issues, substance use disorders, academic struggles, and other
challenges commonly associated with this critical stage of life. This knowledge can influence the development of programs and interventions aimed at supporting adolescents' well-being as they grow into maturity. Additionally, studying adolescent psychology can also help parents, educators, and other supportive adults understand how to
communicate effectively, set appropriate boundaries, and support adolescents' emotional and social needs. What are the stages of adolescence in psychology?The stages of adolescence, according to psychological models, include:Early adolescence (ages 10-13)— This stage is characterized by rapid physical growth and changes, cognitive
development, and social skills. In this stage, it is common for adolescents to experience mood swings and frustration as they seek to become more independent from their families. This is the phase in which identity formation becomes increasingly important. Middle adolescence (ages 14-17)— During this stage, adolescents continue to develop
physically and cognitively, as well as in discovering their identity. They might begin to explore their values, interests, and beliefs independently from their family. Thoughts of future goals and aspirations might become more prevalent. More intimate peer bonds typically form during this phase of adolescence, and individuals might begin to take an
interest in sex. Late adolescence (ages 18-21)—This stage is characterized by the transition into adulthood, as adolescents begin to acquire more responsibilities and consider choices about their education, relationships, and career goals. Increased self-awareness and an even greater independence from their families occur during this stage. What is
the main goal of adolescence according to Erikson's psychosocial theory?According to Erikson's theory, the main goal for adolescents is to resolve the disparity between identity versus role confusion. His theory states that adolescents are faced with the task of exploring their own goals, values, and beliefs to form a coherent sense of self. The process
often involves experimenting with different roles and identities, questioning authority, testing rules and boundaries, and seeking independence from parents and other authority figures. Theoretically, if adolescents successfully navigate this stage, they will develop a strong sense of who they are and what they stand for. If they are unsuccessful in
resolving this conflict, they might experience feelings of confusion, uncertainty, and a lack of direction. Because individuals grow and develop at different rates and people's perceptions of what constitutes "success" tend to vary, how one approaches this stage often differs as well. Cultural norms of when one should "find" oneself and embark on their
life's purpose aren't always realistic, as people's experiences shape their personalities and values. What is the role of adolescence in developmental psychology?The role of adolescence in developmental psychology is essential for understanding the fundamental changes that occur in that phase of human development, such as identity formation,
cognitive development, social development, and emotional development.How do psychologists define adolescence?The American Psychological Association (APA) defines adolescence as: "The period of human development that starts with puberty (10-12 years of age) and ends with physiological maturity (approximately 19 years of age), although the
exact age span varies across individuals."It is a period of significant physical, emotional, and cognitive development marked by changes in behavior, mood swings, and a search for independence and identity. This stage is a time of exploration for many as individuals navigate the challenges of dramatic growth and transition. What is the difference
between adolescence and “adolescent” in adolescent psychology?The terms adolescent and adolescence are both associated with the period of human development that occurs between 10-21 years of age. The term adolescent refers to an individual, while adolescence refers to a period of time. Adolescence is the transitional period when a child
begins to grow into a young adult and experiences many physical, behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and social developmental changes. There are three stages of adolescence, which include early adolescence (10 to 13 years), middle adolescence (14 to 17 years), and late adolescence/young adulthood (18 to 21 years and beyond). Adolescence is the
time in a young person’s life when they transition from childhood into young adulthood and experience physical, behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and social developmental changes. There are three primary developmental stages of adolescence: Early adolescence (10 to 13 years) Puberty begins in this stage Children experience considerable physical
growth and increased sexual interest Body changes such as hair growth under the arms and near the genitals, breast development in females and enlargement of the testicles in males, starts to occur These changes can start as early as age 8 for females and age nine for males Girls may start their period around age 12 Body changes can cause both
curiosity and anxiety Children may question their gender identity during this stage, and it can be a challenging time for transgender children Cognitive development at this stage Adolescents at this stage tend to have concrete, black-and-white, all-or-nothing thinking and a limited capacity for abstract thought Thinking may be egocentric, and children
this age may be self-conscious about their appearance and apprehensive about being judged by their peers Intellectual interests expand, and early adolescents develop deeper moral thinking Pre-teens also feel an increased need for privacy They explore how to be independent from their family and may push boundaries and react strongly when limits
are enforced Middle adolescence (14 to 17 years) Puberty changes for both males and females continue Males may have a growth spurt and some voice cracking as their voices lower Physical growth for females slows and most have regular menstrual periods by this time Interest in romantic and sexual relationships may start and teens may question
and explore their sexual identity; masturbation may be a part of this sexual exploration and getting to know their body Arguments with parents may increase as teens strive for more independence Less time is spent with family and more time is spent with friends Teens become more self-involved, appearances are important, and peer pressure can
peak at this stage The brain continues to mature and there is a growing capacity for abstract thought, though emotions often drive decision-making and they may act on impulse without thinking things through During this stage, children may start to set long-term goals and become interested in the meaning of life and moral reasoning Late
adolescence/young adulthood (18 to 21 years and beyond) This phase usually encompasses less physical development and more cognitive developments Most have grown to their full adult height In this stage, young people become able to think about ideas rationally, have impulse control and can delay gratification, and plan for the future They have a
stronger sense of identity and individuality and can identify their own values They also experience increased independence, emotional stability, stability in friendships and romantic relationships, and may also establish an “adult relationship” with parents, looking to them less as authority figures and more as peers Adolescence is a time of great
transition, from brain and body changes to how a young person relates to the world. Positive adult-child relationships and mental health support are key. Adolescence has been likened to a cocoon.Why doesn’t a caterpillar become a butterfly overnight? Something essential happens during its chrysalis stage in the cocoon. So, too, is the stage of
adolescence. It’s a crucial time for developing cognitive, social, and emotional skills essential for well-being in adulthood.It can also be a time of confusion, anxiety, and anticipation. Understanding what to expect at different stages can help parents, guardians, and caregivers support their teens and promote healthy development.Adolescence is a
period of significant development that starts with puberty and ends sometime around a person’s mid-20s. There are three stages:Early adolescence: ages 10 to 13Middle adolescence: ages 14 to 17Late adolescence: ages 18-21 and beyondAdolescent psychology is the study and delivery of psychological services to adolescents. It focuses on an
adolescent’s basic psychological needs in terms of their family and other social contexts.Some of the issues adolescent psychology addresses include:developmental and behavioral issuesstress and coping related to developmental changepsychological and cognitive problemsemotional and social issuestrauma and losshealth problemsThere are four
main psychological changes or tasks that young people must carry out during adolescence:During adolescence, it’s typical for young people to:begin to separate from their parentscreate their own identityestablish their sexual identitycome to terms with their body and sexual feelingsfeel an increased need for privacyAs children begin to separate and
make their own identity, it may lead to conflict in some families as parents try to maintain control.At this stage of development, friends become increasingly important. An adolescent’s peer group:takes priority over family relationshipsbecomes stronger and more complexmay become a safe haven for sharing new ideasconsists of non-romantic
friendshipsexpands to include romantic relationships in mid-adolescenceGreat physical, social, and emotional change is also taking place during this time. Teens become more aware of their body and experience more peer pressure. They may be self-conscious and sensitive about their rapidly changing body and compare themselves to their peers.
Body image and eating problems sometimes begin at this time.As teens move into middle adolescence, they’re also developing their own unique personality and opinions. While peer relationships are key, teens are also more focused on themselves, developing their own interests and a clearer sense of who they are.ready for more independence and
responsibilitycreating stronger work habitsdeveloping a better sense of right and wrongmore concerned about future school and work plansAs they find ways to achieve, they may go back and forth between high expectations and a lack of confidence. By late adolescence, teens have a stronger sense of their individuality and values. They are:better
able to gauge risks and rewardsmore focused on the futureable to base decisions on their hopes and idealsmore emotionally and physically separated from parentsin more of an “adult” relationship with parentsThe most dramatic and important changes to the human brain occur during adolescence.While an adult’s brain is fully developed, typically
around their mid-20s, an adolescent’s brain is still growing. The frontal cortex is the last area of the brain to mature. This area is responsible for:critical thinking skillscomplex decision makingtaking into account multiple optionsimpulse controlconsidering consequencesSince teens don’t yet have access to the thoughtful, logical frontal cortex, they
rely on their brain’s fully formed amygdala to solve problems and make decisions. The amygdala is responsible for processing emotions and plays a role in fear and aggression.As a result, teens may engage in impulsive, irrational, or harmful behaviors, especially as they look for independence and peer approval. They may be less likely to think before
they act or stop to consider the consequences. For example, they may think, “I'm not driving tonight, so it’s OK if I get drunk.” Here’s how parents, guardians, and teachers can help:Ensure your teen has access to mental health treatment: A mental health professional experienced in working with children, adolescents, and families can be a great
guide and support during this stage. It’s important to find a comfortable match between teen, family, and professional.Start conversations early: Normalize topics like healthy relationships, sexuality, consent, and safety. Encourage your teen to come to you, or another trusted adult, with questions or concerns.Listen: Keep the lines of communication
open, and show interest in their ideas. This demonstrates respect for their independent identity and helps limit conflict.Ask open-ended questions: This helps them develop abstract thinking on complex issues. For example, “What did you think about _ ?” or “How would you have approached  differently?”Set limits and be consistent: This provides
a safe boundary for teens to grow and function as they explore their identity and challenge authority figures.Respect their privacy: Honor their essential need for independence and individuality.Encourage healthy habits: Sleep is especially important for teens’ development, and helps improve focus and energy. Experts recommend 8-10 hours of sleep
per night.Adolescence is a time of great change. A certain amount of conflict, confusion, and anxiety is to be expected. But if you find your teen is isolating, or uninterested in school, sports, or social activities, there may be a deeper issue going on. A mental health professional, such as a psychiatrist, therapist, or school counselor, can help get to the
root of the issue and support your teen’s development and well-being.






