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The transition to adulthood is a critical stage of human development 
during which young people leave childhood behind and take on new 
roles and responsibilities. It is a period of social, psychological, eco-
nomic, and biological transitions. The nature and quality of young 
people’s future lives depend on how successfully they negotiate the 
passage through this critical period.  
 
Concerns about how global forces are altering the transition to adult-
hood are all the more urgent because of the changing demographic 
profile of many developing countries. By 2005, the world’s popula-
tion of 10-to 24-year-olds is estimated to be 1.5 billion. Despite dra-
matic progress in certain areas, many young people still lack ade-
quate schooling and good health—both of which are essential for 
ensuring their productivity and well-being. 
 
This report examines the changing transition to adulthood in devel-
oping countries, with a particular emphasis on gender, and the pol-
icy implications of these changes. The study was funded by the 
United States Agency for International Development and from grants 
from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, the William and Flora Hew-
lett Foundation, the David and Lucile Packard Foundation, The 
Catherine T. and John D. MacArthur Foundation, and the World 
Bank. 
 
According to the panel’s findings, important transformations in young 
people’s lives are under way. In much of the developing world, ado-
lescence is a stage of life that is gaining in significance. The interval 
between childhood and the assumption of adult roles is lengthening 
and young people in the developing world have more time and op-
portunities to acquire the information and skills necessary to become 
effective participants in decisions about their own lives and futures. 
However, poverty is still the greatest barrier to making a successful 
transition to adulthood. 
 
The panel concludes that substantial investments in the health and 
schooling of young people, if designed and targeted effectively, will 
position young women and men to participate constructively in shap-
ing their own and their countries’ futures. The experts also call for 
interventions that promote gender equity in citizenship, work, mar-
riage, parenthood, and across all social classes.  
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