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1

1

Introduction

Adolescents face a daunting array of developmental challenges.  Begin-
ning as early as age 9, young people experience significant physical changes
as they go through puberty.  Adolescents also experience emotional changes
as they seek greater independence from their parents, search for acceptance
by peers, and begin to navigate new adult-like roles in society.  For most
teenagers, these changes are accompanied by the negotiation of new and
conflicting demands and pressures, the exploration of novel ideas and risky
behaviors, engagement in more complex intellectual tasks, and the forma-
tion of distinct identities.  At the same time, adolescence is also a time of
tremendous opportunity, when parents and their teenage children can forge
new, meaningful relationships and when young people can begin to serve as
a resource in their communities.  Throughout their development, adoles-
cents are shaped by experiences with other individuals and in a variety of
contexts and settings, including families, schools, peers, neighborhoods,
community-based organizations, health care organizations, the child wel-
fare and juvenile justice systems, the media, and others.

Our challenge as a society is to ensure that all adolescents have a prom-
ising future; find a valued place in a constructive group; learn how to form
close, durable human relationships; earn a sense of worth as a person;
achieve a reliable basis for making informed choices; express constructive
curiosity and exploratory behavior; find ways of being useful to others;
believe in a promising future with real opportunities; cultivate the inquir-
ing and problem-solving habits of mind necessary for lifelong learning and
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adaptability; learn to respect democratic values and the elements of respon-
sible citizenship; and build a healthy lifestyle.  These requirements can be
met only by a conjunction of the people, settings, and institutions that
collectively and powerfully shape adolescent development, for better or
worse.

WEALTH OF RESEARCH

Over the past two decades, researchers have made substantial progress
in describing the complexity of adolescence and in determining the com-
mon features of adolescent development.  As a result, we now know how
diverse and heterogeneous this age group is and how important hormonal,
social, and environmental factors are in shaping their development.  We
also know how meaningful peers are to the formation of adolescent iden-
tity.  Through this rich body of research, we have come to understand that
adolescence need not be a time of turmoil and strife between teenagers and
their parents, though it often is.  Moreover, we now know that peer influ-
ence is not necessarily negative; rather, it can often be very positive.  Finally,
we now realize the significance of the settings in which adolescents grow up
and how important they are to ensuring their successful transition from
childhood to adulthood.  The institutions within these settings—schools,
health care organizations, community-based programs, and the child wel-
fare and juvenile justice systems—need to be scrutinized carefully, as do
policies designed to ensure that all adolescents grow to become healthy,
happy, and productive adults.

SCOPE OF REPORT

This report constitutes one of the first activities of the Forum on Ado-
lescence, a cross-cutting activity of the Institute of Medicine and the Na-
tional Research Council of the National Academies.  Established under the
auspices of the Board on Children, Youth, and Families, the forum’s
overarching mission is to synthesize, analyze, and evaluate scientific research
on critical national issues that relate to youth and their families, as well as
to disseminate research and its policy and programmatic implications.  The
goals of the forum are to: (1) review and establish the science base on ado-
lescent health and development and make efforts to foster this develop-
ment; (2) identify new directions and support for research in this area,
approaching research as a resource to be developed cumulatively over time;
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(3) showcase new research, programs, and policies that have demonstrated
promise in improving the health and well-being of adolescents; (4) convene
and foster collaborations among individuals who represent diverse view-
points and backgrounds, with a view to enhancing the quality of leadership
in this area; and (5) disseminate research on adolescence and its policy
implications to a wide array of audiences, from the scientific community to
the lay public.

The forum’s mission suggested that an excellent starting point was the
work already done on these topics by the National Research Council and
the Institute of Medicine:  nearly 60 reports published by the National
Academy Press touch on adolescent issues and on issues relevant to their
health and development.  Taking advantage of this body of individual re-
search syntheses, this report attempts to characterize the institution’s work
to date that bears on adolescence. To ensure that the data presented are
reasonably up to date, this volume emphasizes reports published after 1990.
Also, the reports covered address only adolescents in the United States,
although the forum believes efforts are needed to understand the essential
characteristics and needs of adolescents worldwide, as well as to understand
which characteristics are culture specific.  Each chapter concludes with a
list of the reports reviewed in it.  A complete list of all reports considered
appears in the Appendix.

This synthesis draws from a wide range of types of reports produced by
the National Academies, including committee reports that include conclu-
sions and recommendations developed over several years, workshop reports
that summarize meetings on specific topics, and other documents that re-
flect work carried out by experts on the topic of adolescence.  Our goal in
developing this synthesis on adolescence was not to produce a comprehen-
sive or representative review of all recent research on adolescence, nor to
offer conclusions or recommendations, but rather to provide a starting point
for the forum’s work on this important period in human development.

A number of themes emerged from our overview of the National Acad-
emies’ work:

• Adolescence is a time of both tremendous opportunity and risk.
• The social context in which adolescents are developing has changed

markedly during the past decade.
• Families in U.S. society have also experienced dramatic changes.
• Adolescent development does benefit from the support of a variety

of social institutions.



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Risks and Opportunities: Synthesis of Studies on Adolescence
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/9721.html

4 RISKS AND OPPORTUNITIES:  SYNTHESIS OF STUDIES ON ADOLESCENCE

• Specific strategies can be employed to promote the health and well-
being of adolescents.

• Adolescents are increasingly joining the U.S. workforce.
• Dramatic sociodemographic changes are anticipated in the 21st cen-

tury, including a great increase in the number of adolescents, as well
as increasing cultural diversity within this age group.

In the pages that follow, we amplify these themes with findings gleaned
from the reports examined. In only a few areas are data from outside sources
incorporated into this report.  These include data reported by the Bureau of
the Census regarding the demographic profile of adolescents living in the
United States and data reported by the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services regarding recent trends in adolescents’ health and well-
being.  These data are included to provide a portrait of the U.S. adolescent
population at the current time.

It is important to note that this report is limited in several ways.  First,
it does not provide, nor was it the intention to provide, a review of the
science base of adolescent health and development—or to establish such a
base.  It provides an extensive review of certain issues, such as infection
with sexually transmitted diseases and use of tobacco, alcohol, and illicit
drugs, but not of others, such as motor vehicle accidents associated with
alcohol use, unintended injuries, violence, and suicide.

Second, while the previously published reports focus on many of the
problems and risks associated with adolescence, they do not focus equal
attention on the opportunities that exist during adolescence, nor on the
successes experienced by the majority of adolescents on a day-to-day basis.
This exaggerated focus on the problems experienced by adolescents is due
largely to the nature and types of the requests that have been directed to the
National Academies by Congress, federal agencies, and private foundations.
Thus, this report provides an extensive review of what can go wrong during
the adolescent years and what is known about youth who are at high risk
for experiencing problems and poor developmental outcomes; it does not
provide this same attention to issues of resilience and what is known about
adolescents who are succeeding in school, at work, and at play.  Moreover,
while existing reports have examined the range of factors associated with
increased risks, few of them have focused on the types of interventions that
have been found to be most effective at preventing or intervening when
problems do occur.  This report therefore runs the risk of stereotyping
youth as problem-prone and problem-ridden, and potentially serves to re-
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inforce the image that youth are a scary, troubled lot.  As discussed in the
concluding section, this problem-focused approach is endemic to Ameri-
can society, driven largely by existing program funds, which are categorical
in nature and may be influenced by policies that are often inconsistent and
contradictory.

Third, the connections among adolescent behaviors and the context in
which they occur is missing.  Thus, although adolescent problem behaviors
tend to cluster, this report is structured in such a way as to treat the various
problems as if they were separate from one another.  While this report
provides an extensive review of the various social contexts and settings that
potentially influence adolescent development—such as family, community,
schools, the media—there is little attention to the links between these con-
texts.  There is also little attention to the psychological worlds of adoles-
cents and the ways that teenagers construct and interpret the developmen-
tal changes they are experiencing, and, therefore, how the influence of social
settings is mediated by psychological and cognitive processes.

In writing this report, the forum has learned a good deal about what
questions have been asked about adolescents and what research has con-
tributed to the answers.  The forum has also learned what questions have
not been asked and so where new efforts may be most needed.  Further-
more, very recent data show evidence of an exciting and promising reversal
of some trends.  For example, studies suggest that an increasing number of
adolescents are using condoms during sexual intercourse, and federal statis-
tics suggest decreasing rates of unintended pregnancies among teenagers.
We discuss some of these recent trends in the concluding section.
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Adolescence: A Time
of Opportunity and Risk

The demographic profile of the adolescent population has changed
dramatically during the past few decades, and these changes are expected to
continue well into the 21st century. Following a steady decline since the
mid-1970s, the number of adolescents in the United States began to in-
crease in the 1990s.  In 1993, there were close to 36 million (35,807,000)
adolescents, ages 10 to 19, representing nearly 14 percent of the popula-
tion.  This increase is expected to continue until the year 2020, gradually
leveling off between the years 2020 and 2050 (Figure 2-1).  Until recently,
more of the adolescent population consisted of younger people: 52 percent
(18,529,000) between ages 10 and 14, compared with 48 percent
(17,278,000) between ages 15 and 19.  As of 1990, however, this pattern
was reversed: 49 percent of adolescents between ages 10 and 14 and 51
percent between ages 15 and 19.  This trend is also likely to continue into
the 21st century, and increasingly researchers, service providers, and policy
makers are arguing that the age frame that defines adolescence should in-
clude youth up to age 24.  In terms of this new definition, a very different
profile emerges with respect to future population projections: the adoles-
cent and young adult population will continue to increase well beyond the
year 2050 (Figure 2-1).

In addition, the increasing racial and ethnic diversity in the general
population of the United States has resulted in increasing proportions of
adolescents belonging to racial and ethnic minority groups.  Although 74
percent of all children in the United States in 1980 were white, this propor-

6
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FIGURE 2-1  Number of youth ages 10-24 selected years, 1950-1990, and projected,
2000-2050.  SOURCE: Data from Bureau of the Census (1965, 1974, 1982, 1996,
1999).
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tion has steadily decreased ever since and is projected to continue to have a
downward trend through the year 2050 (Figure 2-2).  In 1993, more than
one-third of the population of adolescents ages 10 to 19 were Hispanic or
nonwhite.  Black children were the largest minority population prior to
1997, but now their numbers are slightly superseded by Hispanic children
(each making up about 15 percent of the total child population).  The U.S.
Bureau of Census is estimating that by the year 2020, more than one in five
U.S. children will be Hispanic.  The Asian population will also continue its
rapid increase, from 4 to 6 percent by the year 2020.  This rapid rise in
racial and ethnic diversity in the United States is expected to continue
through the coming decades.

THE DEVELOPING ADOLESCENT

Adolescence is one of the most fascinating and complex transitions in
the life span: a time of accelerated growth and change, second only to in-
fancy; a time of expanding horizons, self-discovery, and emerging indepen-
dence; a time of metamorphosis from childhood to adulthood.  Its begin-
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ning is associated with biological, physical, behavioral, and social transfor-
mations that roughly correspond to the move from elementary school to
middle or junior high school.  The events of this crucial formative phase
can shape an individual’s life course—and, by extension, an entire society.

In the United States, the period called adolescence is considered to
extend over many years, so it can be usefully subdivided into three develop-
mental phases.  Early adolescence encompasses the biological changes of
puberty as well as sexual and psychological awakenings, extending roughly
from ages 10 through 14.  Middle adolescence is a time of increased au-
tonomy and experimentation, covering ages 15 to 17.  Late adolescence,
for those who delay their entry into adult roles because of educational or
social factors, can stretch from age 18 into the early 20s.  Each phase has a
unique set of developmental challenges, opportunities, and risks.

Puberty is often used to define the onset of early adolescence.  Trig-
gered by preprogrammed events in the brain, the pituitary gland produces
hormones that in turn stimulate the secretion of sex hormones.  These
hormones have powerful effects on many tissues of the body, including the
brain, and lead to significant changes in social, emotional, and sexual be-
havior.  Although the biology of puberty has remained essentially the same
for many generations, the social context in which these biological events

FIGURE 2-2  Percentage distribution of children ages 10-24 in the United States se-
lected years, 1980-1990, and projected 2000-2050. SOURCE: Data from Bureau of
the Census (1965, 1974, 1982, 1996, 1999).
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occur has changed dramatically.  Institutionalization, urbanization, tech-
nological advances, geographic mobility, and cultural diversity have radi-
cally transformed the world, and the interaction between biology and this
new environment has fundamentally altered the circumstances of growing
up as an adolescent in the United States.

Over the past two decades, the research base in the field of adolescent
development has undergone a growth spurt, and knowledge has expanded
significantly.  New studies have allowed more complex views of the mul-
tiple dimensions of adolescence, fresh insights into the process and timing
of puberty, and new perspectives on the behaviors associated with the sec-
ond decade of life.  At the same time, the field’s underlying theoretical
assumptions have changed and matured.

For much of this century, scientists and scholars tended to assume that
the changes associated with adolescence were almost entirely dictated by
biological influences.  It has been viewed as a time of storm and stress, best
contained or passed through as quickly as possible.  Adolescence, a 1904
book by G. Stanley Hall, typified this standpoint.  It was Hall who popu-
larized the notion that adolescence is inevitably a time of psychological and
emotional turmoil.  Half a century later, psychoanalytic writers including
Anna Freud accepted and augmented Hall’s emphasis on turmoil. Even
today, “raging hormones” continue to be a popular explanation for the
lability, aggression, and sexual activity associated with adolescence.  Intense
conflict between adolescents and their parents is often considered an un-
avoidable consequence of adolescence. However, this assumption has not
been supported by scientific evidence.  The assumption that turmoil and
conflict are inevitable consequences of the teenage years may even have
prevented some adolescents from receiving the support and services they
needed.

Research is now creating a more realistic view of adolescence. Adoles-
cence continues to be seen as a period of time encompassing difficult devel-
opmental challenges, but there is wider recognition that biology is only one
factor that affects young people’s development, adjustment, and behavior.
There is mounting evidence to suggest that the adolescent years need not
be troubled ones.  There is now greater recognition that most young people
move through the adolescent years without experiencing great trauma or
getting into serious trouble.  Although adolescence can certainly be a chal-
lenging span of years, individuals negotiate it with varying degrees of diffi-
culty, just as they do other periods of life. Moreover, when problems do
arise during adolescence, they should not be considered “normal”—i.e.,
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that the adolescent will grow out of them—nor should they be ignored.
Indeed, parents, teachers, members of the community, service providers,
and social institutions can both promote healthy development among ado-
lescents and intervene effectively when problems do arise.

There is also a growing recognition that only a segment of the adoles-
cent population is at high risk for experiencing serious problems.  Over the
past 50 years, studies conducted in North America and Europe have docu-
mented that only about a quarter of the adolescent population is at high
risk for, or especially vulnerable to, experiencing psychosocial problems and
poor developmental outcomes, such as academic failure and school drop-
out, alcohol and other drug abuse, delinquency and problems with the law,
and violence. These adolescents are not believed to be at increased risk
because of biological or hormonal changes associated with puberty, but
rather from a complex interaction among biological, environmental, and
social factors.  Indeed, there is mounting evidence that most biological
changes interact with a wide range of contextual, psychological, social, and
environmental factors that affect behavior.

Adolescence is frequently described as a time of increased risk-taking.
This is in part due to the fact that adolescence is developmentally a time
when teenagers begin to experiment with tobacco, alcohol, and other drugs
and initiate sexual intercourse (as many as two-thirds reporting initiating
sexual intercourse before graduating from high school).  It is also because
the outcomes associated with some of these behaviors can be so disastrous:
the rates of many sexually transmitted diseases are highest during the ado-
lescent and young adult years; many adolescents experience unintended
pregnancies, which can significantly affect their life course and limit future
opportunities; a disproportionately high number of automobile accidents
occurs among teenagers, and typically alcohol is involved; and violence has
increased to the point that homicide is the second leading cause of death
among young people.

As children develop into adolescents, they gain greater autonomy and
are exposed to a greater variety of adults and peers.  They therefore begin to
have more opportunities to make choices about who they will spend time
with and how they will behave.

Adolescents’ involvement in risk-taking behaviors has been explained
in a number of ways.  Some teenagers tend to be especially high in sensa-
tion-seeking, while others use these behaviors to appear more mature or
because of heightened egocentrism.  Increasingly, researchers attribute these
behaviors to a combination of individual, social, and environmental fac-
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tors. One of the factors that has received much less attention in recent years
is adolescent decision making.  In fact, most research conducted on deci-
sion-making processes has been carried out with adults.

Decision making involves not only recognizing consequences, but also
determining the likelihood that a consequence will occur.  Adolescents’
involvement in risky behaviors has often been attributed to their thinking
of themselves as invulnerable—as thinking that bad consequences will not
happen to them.  Research now shows that adolescents are no more likely
than adults to see themselves as invulnerable. That is not to say that adults
do a good job of estimating probabilities of the likelihood of their experi-
encing negative consequences. Numerous studies have found that adults
tend to see themselves as less likely than others to experience negative out-
comes and more likely to experience positive ones.  Young people favor
their own experience and anecdotal evidence over probabilistic information
in making decisions, particularly about social situations, as do adults.  Ado-
lescents also make important decisions under a set of circumstances in
which we know adults have difficulty: unfamiliar tasks, choices with uncer-
tain outcomes, and ambiguous situations.

Adolescents’ social cognition—the way they think about their social
world, the people they interact with, and the groups they participate in—
differs from that of adults and influences their decision-making skills.

Emotions affect how people think and behave and influence the infor-
mation they attend to.  When people are experiencing positive emotions,
they tend to underestimate the likelihood of negative consequences to their
actions; when they are experiencing negative emotions, they tend to focus
on the near term and lose sight of the big picture.  Both adolescents’ and
adults’ decision-making abilities are influenced by emotions.  However,
there is evidence that adolescents experience more intense emotions than
adults, which suggests that they may process information differently and
therefore make different decisions than adults do.

SOCIAL CONTEXT
 IN WHICH ADOLESCENTS DEVELOP

One of the important insights to emerge from scientific inquiry into
adolescence in the past two decades is that problem behaviors, as well as
health-enhancing ones, tend to cluster in the same individual, and these
behaviors tend to reinforce one another.  Crime, dropping out of school,
teenage pregnancy and childbearing, and drug abuse typically are consid-
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ered separately, but in the real world they often occur together.  Teenagers
who drink and smoke are more likely to initiate sex earlier than their peers;
those who engage in these behavior patterns often have a history of difficul-
ties in school.  The fact that the health-enhancing behaviors cluster to-
gether suggests that families, schools, and other social institutions have an
important opportunity to foster healthy lifestyles during adolescence by
addressing common roots of both positive and negative behaviors.

Another important insight of scientific inquiry is the profound influ-
ence of settings on adolescents’ behavior and development.  Until recently,
research conducted to understand adolescent behavior, particularly risk-
related behaviors, focused on the individual characteristics of teenagers and
their families.  A 1993 National Research Council study took a critical look
at how families, communities, and other institutions are serving the needs
of youth in the United States.  This study concluded that adolescents de-
pend not only on their families, but also on the neighborhoods in which
they live, the schools that they attend, the health care system, and the work-
place from which they learn a wide range of important skills.  If sufficiently
enriched, all of these settings and social institutions in concert can help
teenagers successfully make the transition from childhood to adulthood.

Yet the unfortunate reality is that in the United States, these settings
and social institutions are under severe stress. It is now not unusual for
families to be headed either by a single mother or by two wage earners, and
as much as 40 percent of young adolescents’ time is unstructured, unsuper-
vised, and consequently unproductive; much of this time occurs during the
after-school hours when adolescents are frequently alone, watching televi-
sion. Neighborhoods and communities—particularly inner-city, poor
neighborhoods—are also increasingly less able to provide resources and ser-
vices to youth, and school systems are often not organized to provide op-
portunities to learn and grow during the after-school hours.

In the past few decades, researchers have started to examine why some
adolescents in low-income communities successfully navigate environmen-
tal challenges, while others, similarly situated, adopt lifestyles characterized
by drug use, unprotected sexual behavior, dropping out of school, delin-
quency, gang membership, and violence. Researchers have also sought to
identify not only risk factors that may be associated with these problems,
but also patterns of resilience that protect teens and encourage them to
succeed.  This research has emphasized the need to examine the “whole”
youth—a concept that describes the assets as well as the deficits of indi-
vidual adolescents—rather than isolating selected problem behaviors asso-
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ciated with adolescents in difficult circumstances. This research has also
attempted to take a broader view of development by not focusing on each
critical developmental stage in isolation from one another but rather to
look at development across the life span—from early childhood to the
middle childhood years, adolescence, and adulthood.  This is largely be-
cause of the growing literature that suggests that problems experienced later
in life are typically foreshadowed by problems that occurred earlier in life.

Although this focus on the whole youth has been applauded, much
more work needs to be done before the picture is clear about which combi-
nation of factors, influences, contexts, and interventions will ultimately
ensure the healthy development of children and adolescents.

CHANGES IN U.S. FAMILIES

Years of research have shown that adolescents are most likely to de-
velop into healthy, happy, and productive adults when they are supported
by a caring family.  Such a positive environment is characterized by nurtur-
ing and mutual respect and by the serious and sustained interest of parents
in the lives of their adolescent children.

Contrary to popular belief, adolescence is a time when many young
people continue to need more parental attention.  They need guidance and
close supervision.  They need a parent or other responsible adult to listen
and respond to them as they shape their ideas.  They need help with setting
goals.  And they still need to be taught ethical behavior and the appropriate
ways of handling conflict with others.  Parents who offer this type of sup-
port to their adolescent children can provide powerful protection against
the possibility that they may engage in unhealthy practices, become socially
isolated, or become troubled or depressed.

Today, adolescents are growing up in families that are diverse with
respect to their size, shape, and structure.  From families characterized as
traditional with two parents and a stay-at-home mother, which was typical
in the 1950s and 1960s, to the dual-career families and stepfamilies that
gained in prominence in the late 1980s and 1990s, today there is no typical
or normative family setting in which adolescents grow and develop.

In addition, changing societal and economic factors have threatened
the stability of many families in today’s society. Many of these changes have
occurred during the past 30 years, including increased rates of divorce,
increases in the number of single parents, increases in the rate of mothers’
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employment, and increases in the proportion of families living in poverty.
For example, by the early 1990s, nearly half of all marriages ended in di-
vorce, a rate twice that of 1960, and about a quarter of all births were to
unmarried women.  The net result has been that nearly 25 percent of all
children live with only one parent, usually the mother, a rate double that of
1970.  Overall, about 50 percent of all children today will reside in a single-
parent home before age 18, spending an average of 6 years with a single
parent.  These changes have transformed the nature of family life, as well as
the experiences of adolescents.

Although there has been less research than the issue deserves, many
argue that the time that American children spend with their parents has
decreased significantly during the past few decades.  Under the best of
circumstances, raising a child is a difficult experience, but during this past
decade, as more families are defined as dual-income and single-parent
households, parent spend on average 11 fewer hours with their children
each week compared with parents in 1960.  In addition, less than 5 percent
of all families have another adult (such as a grandparent) living in the home,
compared with 50 percent two generations ago.  This reduces the backup
support that might otherwise be available to working parents.  It is also a
commonly held belief that as parents spend less time with their children,
they have less time available to provide guidance and supervision, and fewer
opportunities to instill values.  More research is needed, however, to deter-
mine if in fact it is true that parents are spending less time with their teens,
and what impact this has on the safety, security, and well-being of today’s
adolescents.

One of the most profound changes in the past few decades is the in-
creased proportion of adolescents living in or near poverty.  Patterns in
family structure are associated with differential economic status, with house-
holds headed by two parents reporting significantly higher incomes than
those headed by single parents.  In 1993, the median household income for
adolescents (ages 12 to 17) living with one parent was $38,935, 18 percent
lower than that for adolescents living with both parents.  Twice as many
one-parent families lived below the poverty line (16.8 percent compared
with 8.4 percent for two-parent families).  This disparity is more dramatic
for one-parent households headed by women: the median family income
for adolescents in these settings was $15,837, and 42 percent lived below
the poverty line.  Female-headed households experience greater poverty
due to a variety of factors, including pay inequities faced by women and
lack of paternal financial support.
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Among the many factors that influence adolescents’ health, develop-
ment, and well-being, perhaps the most powerful is family income.  Deci-
sions about housing, neighborhoods, schools, and social opportunities for
adolescents are largely controlled by income.  A family’s income and em-
ployment status also strongly influence its access to health care services and
the quality of those services.  Opportunities for advanced education and
training and entry into the workforce are also closely linked to family in-
come. On a more fundamental level, income is a powerful influence in
shaping the most important of settings, the family itself.  There is evidence
that economic hardship—whether from low wages, sustained poverty, or
unemployment—significantly diminishes the emotional well-being of par-
ents, with direct and indirect effects on their children’s health and well-
being.  Thus, the decline in economic security of young families has had
important and far-reaching consequences for many children and adoles-
cents.

Divorce has added an even more challenging dimension to the prob-
lems of today’s families.  Children from divorced families must confront
the emotional stress of a breakup—the often prolonged time preceding and
subsequent to divorce proceedings—in addition to conditions associated
with single parenthood.  Many of these children experience elevated levels
of depression and anger and declining school performance and self-esteem.
Children of divorce experience a range of stresses of greater magnitude than
children in two-parent households, and these stresses are directly associated
with adolescents’ involvement in behaviors that may be associated with
poor developmental outcomes.  Adolescents who experienced divorce at an
early age may be at particularly high risk of school failure and problems
with emotional adjustment.

When custodial parents remarry, children often experience another
stressful transition, which appears to be especially difficult for adolescent
girls.  This effect is diminished, however, when separated parents maintain
collegial relations and engage in cooperative parenting.

While it is certainly not the case that all adolescents growing up in
poor or divorced families are destined to problems and failure, there is an
extensive literature that suggests that adolescents living in families experi-
encing economic hardship, divorce, or both are at increased risk for a range
of health and behavioral problems, including school failure, use and abuse
of alcohol and other drugs, unintended pregnancies, and illegal activities.
The effects of these challenges can be moderated, however, by parents’ be-
haviors.  Parents who maintain strong emotional relationships with their
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children, display supportive attitudes, and practice loving, warm, yet firm
and consistent parenting can help their children and adolescents cope more
successfully.

Despite these changes in the structure and composition of families, it
remains the case that the family remains an extremely important influence
on adolescents, and having a positive and warm relationship with parents
remains one of the most important predictors of healthy, secure develop-
ment during the adolescent years.

PEER RELATIONSHIPS

Adolescents spend twice as much time with peers than with parents or
other adults, and adolescent peer groups function with much less adult
supervision than do childhood peer groups.  The relative importance of
peer group influence versus family influence on adolescents has been the
subject of controversy.  The popular notion of the reluctant teenager being
pressured into trying a risky behavior by friends may be overly simplistic.
It appears that adolescents select their closest friends on the basis of similar
interests, as do adults; young people tend to have two to four best friends
who are very similar to themselves.  It is unusual for a young person who
does not use cigarettes or alcohol to select a close friend who does use them.
Even if the adolescent has a friend who behaves differently, for example, the
nonsmoking teenager who has a friend who smokes cigarettes, it appears
that peer influence is relatively small and mediated by family factors, such
as parental monitoring.  Some research suggests that peer pressure accounts
for between 10 and 40 percent of the variations in adolescents’ smoking
and drinking behavior.  Other research has found that susceptibility to peer
influence may be higher among younger teenagers than older teenagers and
is negatively correlated with their confidence in their social skills.

The influence peers exert can be indirect or passive.  Indeed, young
people are sometimes influenced as much by what they think their peers are
doing as by what they really are doing.  A young person may think that
everyone is smoking or everyone is sexually active and may therefore feel
pressure to try those behaviors.
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Supporting Adolescents
with Social Institutions

Communities and institutions that surround adolescents are increas-
ingly challenged by the changing social and economic conditions in soci-
ety.  These conditions include the decline in economic security for poor
and middle-class families, the increase in the number of single-parent house-
holds, and the rise in the number of neighborhoods with concentrated
poverty that are spatially and socially isolated from middle- and working-
class areas.  Such trends place enormous stresses on public and private insti-
tutions—neighborhoods, schools, the health care delivery system, the work-
place, and employment and training centers.  For adolescents to be
successful in a society that offers many choices and challenges, it is abun-
dantly clear that they need support from all the settings and social institu-
tions that make up a community.

NEIGHBORHOODS AND COMMUNITY SETTINGS

Most of the social interactions of families and adolescents are embedded
within neighborhood settings.  A neighborhood can be defined both spa-
tially, as a geographic area, and functionally, as a set of social networks.
However defined, neighborhood is a key setting for adolescent development.
Neighborhood characteristics are increasingly viewed as part of the broader
range of influences that can affect adolescents, although the magnitude of
their impact is uncertain and difficult to measure.  Neighborhood factors
that influence adolescent health, development, and well-being include:

18
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• the decline in economic security (including decreasing real earnings
and rising levels of unemployment), especially for young adults;

• the increase in single-parent, usually female-headed, families;
• the relation of male joblessness to social disorganization and ratio-

nal planning for families and adolescents;
• easy access to illegal drugs and guns;
• high rates of youth crime and juvenile detention; and
• the role of illegal or underground economies in providing for basic

goods and services.

These factors contribute to the absence of adult supervision and moni-
toring, a dearth of safe places to gather, the absence of constructive activi-
ties during idle periods, increased exposure to law enforcement and prison
settings, and diminished opportunities for interaction with positive role
models and needed institutional resources.

Patterns of residential transience, often generated by poverty, represent
another neighborhood factor that can influence youth development.  Fre-
quent household moves, disruptions in daily routines caused by unrelated
individuals entering or departing the household, and mobility among
neighbors can undermine community ties, weaken support networks, and
reduce privacy.  However, such transience does not inevitably disrupt devel-
opment if adolescents have opportunities to sustain relationships with
trusted adults.

Encounters with neighborhoods are shaped not only by parenting pro-
cesses and children’s experiences, but also by class, gender, and ethnicity.
There is a great deal of evidence that suggests that social class influences the
character of the neighborhood organization and culture.  For example,
many poor adolescents are growing up in racially segregated and economi-
cally isolated neighborhoods.  In these neighborhoods, a high proportion
of adults are poor, unemployed, on welfare, or single parents.  Research
shows that these adolescents are in fact at increased risk for school failure
and dropping out of school, unintended pregnancy, abuse of alcohol and
other drugs, delinquency, and victimization and perpetration of violence.
The strength and quality of social networks in neighborhoods also may
affect the types of adult interactions that adolescents experience, which in
turn can influence their choice of role models and life course options.

The child’s age and gender are also likely to result in sharply divergent
experiences that modify the impact of neighborhoods on development.
Girls typically are granted less autonomy and are subject to greater parental
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control.  Especially in low-income areas, boys often spend more time hang-
ing out on the streets, and at younger ages.  Thus, neighborhood influences
may operate differently for different age groups by gender.

A missing factor in the lives of adolescents in disadvantaged communi-
ties, especially black adolescents, is exposure to successful, upwardly mobile
adults.  Far too often, adults who become successful move out of the disad-
vantaged areas to higher-income urban or suburban communities.  Lacking
this exposure, adolescents in disadvantaged neighborhoods may have lim-
ited opportunities to learn about strategies for family financial planning,
balancing work and child care responsibilities, and identifying educational
and career opportunities across the life span.

Research on social settings has increasingly called attention to the role
of the unrelated adults who come into contact with adolescents in neigh-
borhood and other social settings.  They include teachers, mentors, coaches,
employers, religious leaders, service providers, shop owners, and commu-
nity leaders who may influence youth perceptions and behavior in their
everyday settings.  Researchers are exploring how the absence or presence of
these individuals affects adolescents’ perceptions of their own potential con-
tributions and life options.

Despite findings from the growing literature suggesting the impor-
tance of neighborhood influences on adolescent development, the evidence
for direct neighborhood effects is weak and often inconsistent.  Moreover,
it is not clear how community resources translate into opportunities for
families and their children.  Research is therefore needed to better charac-
terize the ways in which neighborhoods influence both negative and posi-
tive developmental outcomes among children and adolescents, as well as
the ways in which neighborhood influences, economic influences, family
influences, and other social resources collectively interact with one another
to influence the development of children and adolescents.  Research is also
needed to help explain why some children and adolescents are more resil-
ient than others in adverse situations, and what combination of factors
serve to buffer against negative or potentially harmful influences.

SCHOOLS

Today, virtually all teenagers in the United States are enrolled in school;
this is in stark contrast to 50 years ago when fewer than half of adolescents
were enrolled in school.  Students now spend more time in school (i.e.,
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number of days) and remain in school for more years than they did in
previous decades.  While at the turn of the century high schools were in-
tended for the elite, today the American education system is intended to
meet the needs of a diverse and growing population.  In addition, it is
expected to provide youth with the knowledge, skills, and credentials
needed for adulthood in modern society.  Education is often considered the
ticket out of poverty for children growing up in disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods.  For many adolescents, however, schools do not serve these func-
tions nor do they successfully meet these needs, despite years of public
debate and numerous efforts at school reform.

Indeed, in recent years, there has been much debate about how to
structure schools for  young adolescents, given that students face two major
school transitions during adolescence—moving from elementary school to
the middle grades and, two or three years later, moving to high school.
Each transition dramatically changes their educational experiences.  As they
move through the education system, students face increasing complexity:
compared with elementary schools, middle and senior school facilities and
the student body tend to be larger; they are more likely to use competitive
motivational strategies; there is greater rigor in grading and an increased
focus on normative grading standards; there is greater teacher control; and
instruction is delivered to the entire classroom rather than to individuals or
smaller clusters of students.  These changes can be stressful for some adoles-
cents, and research indicates that the experience of transition itself may
have an independent negative effect on students’ attitudes and achieve-
ment, especially in large urban schools. It is important to note that al-
though some aspects of the transition into middle and high school may be
difficult for students to negotiate, not all students experience the same de-
gree of stress during these transitions.

With each transition to a new school, more stratification occurs.  Dif-
ferent teachers teach different subjects, and, within subject matter, students
are often grouped by ability level.  This grouping of students according to
perceived ability is called tracking.  Students placed in the lower tracks are
at the greatest risk for being retained in a grade, and, by the same token,
students who repeat a grade are likely to be placed in the lower tracks.  The
practices of tracking and grade retention are both grounded in tradition;
they are intended to ensure that instruction is paced at students’ ability to
learn and that subjects are mastered before a student advances.  An unin-
tended consequence for some students is that they feel stigmatized: sepa-
rated from many of their peers, they may develop a sense of uncertainty
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and alienation toward school.  More significantly, tracking and grade reten-
tion may imperil students’ academic achievement.

Because of stratification by social class and residence, students from
poor families often receive their education in the poorest schools.  These
schools usually have fewer financial and material resources, and they often
are unable to retain the most skilled administrators and teachers.  Student
achievement levels in these schools are significantly lower on virtually all
measures than those of students in suburban schools.

Compensatory education funds from federal and state sources are tar-
geted toward disadvantaged and low-achieving students, but they have
shown limited success, particularly among older adolescents.  Dropout pre-
vention programs for older adolescents are less effective when implemented
as remedial or vocational add-ons to the regular curriculum.  It has become
apparent that the roots of poor achievement lie not only in the conditions
of poverty or in individual differences, but also in the use of such instruc-
tional practices as tracking and grade retention, and the generally lower
expectations for adolescents in schools in lower-income communities.

Despite these shortcomings of today’s educational system, it is clear
that adolescents who complete high school are better off than those who
drop out, not only in terms of earnings but also in terms of cognitive devel-
opment.  While much less is known about the impact of schools on adoles-
cents’ psychosocial development, it is clear that adolescents who drop out
of school are at very high risk for problems, including (but not limited to)
alcohol and other drug abuse, delinquency and involvement in criminal
behavior, unintended pregnancies, and prematurely leaving or running
away from home.

Increasingly, schools are being transformed as community-based set-
tings in which primary health and mental health services are being deliv-
ered, including prevention and health promotion interventions targeting a
wide range of behaviors.  In the past, school health officials focused on the
prevention of infectious diseases, such as tuberculosis and chicken pox.
Today schools seek to prevent or address a wide spectrum of health con-
cerns, ranging from violence to substance abuse, risky sexual behaviors,
tobacco use, inadequate physical activity, and poor dietary habits—the six
issues at the core of 70 percent of all adolescent health problems, according
to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  Many schools have
turned to a comprehensive health program that integrates age-appropriate
health education courses with physical education, course work in nutrition,
health and psychological services, counseling, and other related services.
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Although they may take many forms, comprehensive school health pro-
grams are characterized by complementary strategies, activities, and ser-
vices designed to promote the optimal physical, emotional, social, and edu-
cational development of students.

Increasingly, schools are also developing school-based or school-linked
health care services as well as partnering with other community-based so-
cial service programs to offer students comprehensive primary health care
and preventive services.  Since they first were conceived, however, these
programs have been hampered by poor coordination, inadequate or unreli-
able funding, and a lack of knowledge about the effectiveness of behavioral
interventions.  While many of the components needed to create a compre-
hensive service delivery system of care are in place in many communities,
the schools and these communities often lack an infrastructure to facilitate
coordination; in these cases, fragmentation of resources has generally lim-
ited their growth.

HEALTH CARE DELIVERY SYSTEM

During the past two decades, the field of adolescent health care has
grown rapidly, as health care providers and health educators have come to
better understand that the health care needs of teenagers are quite different
from those of children and adults.

There is consensus that the most significant threats to the health of
today’s adolescents are behavioral in nature and associated with psychoso-
cial risks rather than natural causes.  Unlike children and adults, adoles-
cents are less vulnerable to disease or illness (e.g., cancer, infectious dis-
eases, genetic or congenital diseases) and more vulnerable to death from
injury, homicide, and suicide than any other age group, and this risk has
been increasing during the past several decades.  Other health problems
include alcohol and drug abuse, infection with sexually transmitted dis-
eases, unintended pregnancy and its outcomes, mental health problems
(e.g., lack of self-esteem, depression, suicide), and physical and sexual abuse.

In this area there are two important points to make.  First, the leading
causes of morbidity and mortality among adolescents are behavioral in na-
ture, all are almost entirely preventable, and they have resulted in a move-
ment away from traditional medical models that emphasize assessment,
diagnosis, and treatment of diseases to a health promotion model.  Health
promotion involves screening for psychosocial and behavioral risk factors
in an effort to prevent youth from engaging in risk behaviors.  Adolescent
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health care providers now also encourage healthy lifestyle patterns with
respect to diet, exercise, and sleep in part because these behaviors are likely
to persist into adulthood.  The second important point to make is that
health care providers now recognize that interventions introduced during
the adolescent years could very well affect health outcomes during the adult
and senior years.  Indeed, it is now widely believed that adolescence is an
important time to intervene in an effort to encourage people to adopt a
healthy lifestyle that they may very well maintain into the adult years.

Despite the recognized importance of providing these services to ado-
lescents, many of them lack a consistent source of basic care over time.
They are far less likely to visit a doctor’s office or to have any regular source
of medical care than are either young children or adults. Many of their
health issues, such as drug use and sexual intercourse, are socially stigmatiz-
ing or difficult to discuss.  Such issues make physician-patient relations
particularly difficult; adolescents may be unwilling to discuss or deal with
these problems in hospital-based or outpatient clinic-based health care de-
livery settings.

The failure of the U.S. health care system to address the needs of ado-
lescents is especially acute for those who engage in high-risk behavior.  Few
physicians specialize in adolescent health, and other practitioners are poorly
trained to recognize or deal with adolescent health problems, particularly
when the symptoms are psychosocial rather than physical in nature.  The
overall system is fragmented, which is a particular problem for adolescents
because of the diversity of their needs.  For many adolescents, the health
care system lacks all of the essential elements of primary care: a consistent
point of entry into the system, a locus of ongoing responsibility, adequate
backup for consultation and referral services by adolescent specialists, and
comprehensiveness.

Adolescents from low-income families—precisely those who are at
highest risk for health problems—are also those least likely to be covered by
health insurance. Insurance coverage is the major determinant of whether
children or adolescents have access to health care. This finding is consistent
across many studies: compared with children who have insurance coverage,
uninsured children have many unmet health care needs.  As many as a
quarter of adolescents are thought to have no health insurance benefits.
Even when available, insurance may be inadequate for the many needs of
adolescents.  Most private plans emphasize treatment rather than preven-
tion or outreach, and payment restrictions (maximums, coinsurance,
deductibles) further reduce the range of services available.  Moreover, the
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amounts and services covered by Medicaid vary widely from state to state,
and in some states Medicaid does not even provide coverage for adoles-
cents; complicated regulations may also discourage adolescents from seek-
ing care.  Rules regarding parental notification, which have a deterrent
effect in the case of contraceptive use and abortion, may also deter adoles-
cents from seeking other health care services. Inadequate reimbursement
schedules may cause providers to limit the number of Medicaid patients
that they will serve.

Mental health services share many of these same problems.  It has been
estimated that approximately 25 percent of all adolescents have a signifi-
cant mental health problem, yet the mental health system is designed to
serve only a few, select adolescents; these services typically are provided
through special education in schools, community mental health centers,
and inpatient facilities; the services are rarely integrated and are often un-
available to the adolescents who need them most.  In short, the mental
health system meets the needs of only a small minority of adolescents.

Mental health services have also traditionally focused on treatment
rather than prevention or mental health promotion.  Even for young people
with insurance benefits, mental health treatment often is offered on a short-
term basis, in restrictive inpatient settings.  In schools, less than one-third
of all students in special education receive psychological, social work, or
counseling services.  Only about 2 percent of all adolescents receive service
from a school psychologist; there is only one school psychologist per 2,500
students nationwide. When mental health services are offered, they have
been focused on preventing behavioral problems such as substance abuse,
violence, and delinquency, rather than on promoting emotional well-
being.

Children’s health insurance became a subject of national debate early
in 1997 when President Clinton and members of Congress began to de-
velop a variety of competing proposals to expand coverage for children.
After several months of active discussion and negotiation, Congress en-
acted the State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP) as part of
the Balanced Budget Act of 1997.  With SCHIP, $24 billion of new fund-
ing is available to states over five years, including $20.3 billion for new
initiatives based on private insurance coverage and $3.6 billion for Medic-
aid improvements.  States may use SCHIP funds to broaden their Medic-
aid programs, to start up or expand state-sponsored or private insurance
programs, or to support a combination of programs.  The potential for
flexibility in SCHIP designs appeals to most states because it gives them the
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opportunity to provide coverage and services in ways that reflect the state’s
unique circumstances and characteristics, such as the availability of insur-
ance products and providers, the geographic distribution of uninsured chil-
dren, and the potential sources of financing, among others.

This flexibility also raises some technical and practical issues. The most
fundamental question is this: With so much variation possible, how will we
know whether SCHIP is effective? Unless there is consistent reporting of
reliable data within and across states, it will be difficult to evaluate the
program’s impact. At this very early stage in the program, it is vitally impor-
tant to design and develop systems of accountability and to anticipate needs
for information and communication based on experiences with other na-
tional and state programs, especially those that involve low-income work-
ing families.

It is too early to tell what impact SCHIP will have on the health and
well-being of children and adolescents.  Over the next several years, how-
ever, it will be important to measure the extent to which the new children’s
health insurance programs alleviate the pressure on other sources of fund-
ing for uncompensated care. Unless better data systems are developed, this
will be extremely difficult to measure. Thus, the advent of the SCHIP
program offers a unique opportunity to track and measure changes in the
number of uninsured children and to assess the program’s effectiveness
from its onset. Lessons learned from the evaluation of the program will
have important implications for the likelihood and nature of future insur-
ance expansions.

CHILD WELFARE AND JUVENILE JUSTICE

For many adolescents who enter its care, the child welfare system has
become a high-risk setting.  Demographic trends and the efforts aimed at
deinstitutionalization in the 1970s and at community-based service alter-
natives in the early 1980s temporarily reduced the number of adolescents
in the child welfare system, but by the mid-1980s the trend was reversed.
Whether factors outside the service system, such as increased poverty and
broken families, overwhelmed efforts to develop community service alter-
natives is not clear, but what is evident is that the system was not designed
to address the challenges presented by troubled teens.

A large number of adolescents become part of the child welfare system
while still living in their parents’ homes.  They often come into the system
because they are abused or neglected or because they are a sibling of a
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younger child who has been abused or neglected.  Services may be provided
to small children and their parents, but it is unusual for adolescents to
receive services.  Many parents receive homemaker services and parent-
training classes, for instance, and young children may receive day care ser-
vices.  But it is generally believed that the problems of adolescents will be
resolved when a parent changes his or her behavior or when some of the
stresses in a parent’s life are relieved.

Many professionals have observed that there are actually two child wel-
fare systems—one for young children and another for adolescents.  Al-
though the system for young children is viewed as deeply flawed, the sys-
tem for adolescents has even more complex and formidable problems.  One
example is the recruiting and retaining of foster parents.  It is particularly
difficult to find foster parents for adolescents, for whom family life is often
a source of conflict and whose behaviors may be both destructive and diffi-
cult to control.  Hence, it is often necessary to place adolescents in more
restrictive living arrangements like group homes and residential treatment
centers.

Since the mid-1970s, the federal government and the states have sought
noncorrectional alternatives for adolescents who engage in antisocial but
not serious criminal activities.  These adolescents were typically classified as
“minors in need of supervision,” but they are neither treated as offenders
nor incarcerated.  A number of alternatives to community-based services
have arisen to serve them.1  Delinquent adolescents who were once in the
child welfare system now often shuttle between systems:  detention or cor-
rectional centers operated by juvenile courts and correctional departments,
on one hand, and group homes, residential treatment facilities, and halfway
houses operated by the child welfare or mental health system, on the other.
For adolescents who engage in more serious crimes, the corrections system
then becomes the custodial parent.

Both the juvenile and the adult criminal justice systems are generally
failing in their efforts to rehabilitate offenders.  The decline in confidence
in the effectiveness of rehabilitation and escalating rates of imprisonment

1The findings from these noncorrectional alternatives have not been discussed in pub-
lished National Research Council and Institute of Medicine reports.  However, a report
synthesizing the findings of programs targeted to youth within the juvenile justice sys-
tem, as well as other research findings regarding juvenile crime, is currently scheduled to
be completed by the Panel on Juvenile Crime of the Committee on Law and Justice in
2000.
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mean that adolescents caught in the juvenile and the adult criminal justice
systems may live adult lives marked by unemployment, low-paying jobs, ill
health, and crime.

The juvenile justice system that emerged early in this century not only
included training and reform schools and other forms of institutionaliza-
tion, but it also made frequent use of suspended sentences and probation.
Now the juvenile justice system has many of the adversarial and punitive
characteristics of the adult system.  The shift from an earlier emphasis on
rehabilitation and treatment to the current emphasis on punishment has
had important consequences for the sentencing and punishment of young
offenders.

Black and Hispanic adolescents make up an overwhelming majority of
both victims and offenders of violent crime.  Blacks constitute about 12
percent of the U.S. population and Hispanics about 8 percent, but both
groups are arrested for a higher proportion of violent crimes. Blacks ac-
count for 40 percent of all people arrested for homicides, rapes, armed
robberies, and aggravated assaults, and Hispanics account for about 14 per-
cent of people arrested for these violent crimes.  For less serious property
crimes, blacks are arrested for a quarter to a third of all arsons, car thefts,
burglaries, and larceny/thefts; Hispanics are arrested for about 11 percent
of these property crimes.

Scholarly efforts to explain these facts have focused on two possibili-
ties.  First, race-linked patterns of discrimination, segregation, and concen-
trated poverty may produce pervasive family and community disadvan-
tages, as well as educational and employment difficulties, which in turn
may cause high levels of delinquent and criminal behavior among young
minority males.  Second is the possibility that, at the hands of the juvenile
and criminal justice systems, young black males may be victims of preju-
dice and discrimination in the form of more frequent arrests, prosecution,
and punishment for delinquent and criminal behavior.

Race-linked inequalities may further aggravate problems in many in-
stitutional settings in which blacks and whites meet.  Because community-
level policing practices have at times displayed discriminatory patterns, and
because the justice system is nevertheless expected to embody high stan-
dards of fairness, justice system interactions have become particularly diffi-
cult forums for black-white relations.  One result is that many minority
inner-city adolescents grow up in environments that, in addition to other
difficulties, are characterized by hostility toward the justice system.
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Addressing Challenges and Promoting the
Healthy Development of Adolescents

There is an interesting contradiction with respect to adolescent health.
While adolescence is one of the healthiest periods in the life span—charac-
terized by relatively low incidence of disabling or chronic illnesses, low
rates of morbidity and mortality associated with illness or disease, fewer
short-term hospital stays, and fewer days away from school because of ill-
ness—adolescence is a time when young people are at high risk for engag-
ing in behaviors that can result in poor health outcomes.  As mentioned
earlier, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has noted that
six categories of behavior are responsible for 70 percent of adolescent mor-
tality and morbidity: unintentional and intentional injuries, drug and alco-
hol abuse, sexually transmitted diseases and unintended pregnancies, dis-
eases associated with tobacco use, illnesses resulting from inadequate
physical activity, and health problems due to inadequate dietary patterns.

Fifty years ago, the majority of deaths among adolescents were attrib-
uted to natural causes, but there has been a steady decrease in adolescent
deaths from cancer, heart disease, and cardiovascular disease. Those de-
clines have been offset in part by steady increases in other leading causes of
death and injury.  Since the early 1980s, for example, adolescent deaths
from homicide, suicide, and the complications of HIV infection have in-
creased.  Furthermore, the rates of teenage pregnancy, sexually transmitted
diseases, and drug use have either increased or remained at high levels rela-
tive to those observed in other countries.  Indeed, mortality rates for ado-
lescents have increased since the mid-1980s.  Teenage deaths by violence

30
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are directly related to economic and social conditions in low-income neigh-
borhoods and to the availability of guns in American society.  The rise in
teenage homicide and suicide also suggests increasingly high levels of hope-
lessness, grief, and anger among adolescents.  Because of high injury and
violence rates, young people in the United States are far more likely to die
during adolescence than teenagers in other industrialized countries.  Per-
haps most important is the fact that the most salient causes of adolescent
mortality and morbidity are entirely preventable.

Adolescence is characterized by exploration and experimentation, be-
haviors that to some extent are developmentally appropriate and socially
adaptive, even if they involve a certain amount of risk-taking.  Risk-taking
involves, among other things, exploration, imagination, developing new
and more intimate relationships with peers, testing new levels of indepen-
dence, establishing a new identity, developing values, unleashing creativity,
trying on different hats to see what fits.  Carried to extremes, however, risky
behaviors may impair mental and physical health. And health risks, such as
pregnancy and substance use, may be problems not just when they happen;
the consequences of these acts can reach far into the future, and their ante-
cedents are very likely to emerge even before adolescence.  But just as ado-
lescence is a time when damaging patterns of behavior can begin to take
hold, it also represents an excellent opportunity for the formation of health-
ful practices.

SEXUAL RISK, UNINTENDED PREGNANCY, AND
SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED DISEASES

A large proportion of adolescents in the United States are engaging in
sexual activity and at earlier ages than before, often without the knowledge
or skills required to protect themselves from unintended pregnancies and
infection with sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV.  Studies show
that by the 12th grade, nearly 70 percent of adolescents have had sexual
intercourse, and approximately a quarter of all students have had sex with
four or more partners.  This puts many adolescents at high risk for unin-
tended pregnancy, increased incidence of sexually transmitted diseases, and
a host of emotional problems associated with a lack of preparation for sex.

For teenagers of different ages, at different stages of cognitive and emo-
tional development, and living under different social, economic, and cul-
tural circumstances, choices concerning sexual behavior reflect very differ-
ent degrees of rational thinking and conscious decision making.  A
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substantial body of research exists on the variety of individual, family, and
social factors associated with adolescent sexual activity.  Indeed, research
suggests that a number of factors are strongly associated with the initiation
of sexual activity before marriage. Among the most important of these are
individual characteristics, such as puberty and other developmental charac-
teristics, age, race and socioeconomic status, religiousness, intelligence and
academic achievement, and dating behavior; family characteristics, such as
family background and parental support and controls; and the influence of
peer groups.  Thus, although there appears to be a strong relationship be-
tween pubertal development, hormone levels, and sexual activity, social fac-
tors do intervene in determining when and how both boys and girls initiate
sexual intercourse, given maturation.

A substantial body of literature emphasizes the importance of parents
and other family members.  A number of studies have found that the na-
ture of teenagers’ relationship with their parents affects their sexual behav-
ior.  As previously discussed, there is growing consensus that adolescents
with parents who provide guidance, discipline, and close supervision are
significantly less likely to engage in the kinds of behaviors that put them at
risk for poor health outcomes—unintended pregnancy, infection with sexu-
ally transmitted diseases, involvement in antisocial behaviors, use of
drugs—and they are more likely to experience success with their peers and
at school.  There is also a large body of evidence to suggest that if teenage
girls have good lines of communication with their mothers and use their
mothers as a source of information about birth control, they are signifi-
cantly more likely to use contraception.  This evidence further emphasizes
the importance of parents during the adolescent years and the need for
connectedness between adolescents and their parents.

Peers are often cited as the single most important factor affecting the
initiation of intercourse by adolescents.  It appears, however, that peer in-
fluence may have been overrated, particularly for males.  However, same-
gender peers do appear to be a major source of information about sex.  Peer
pressure can take several forms (e.g., challenges and dares, coercion, social
acceptability), and its influence seems to vary among young people of dif-
ferent ages and genders.  Because adolescence in general is a period in which
children’s orientation shifts away from parents toward peers, it seems likely
that peer influence varies according to age.  As teens get older, peers be-
come more influential.  Although existing research is not conclusive, it also
seems likely that the relative influence of peers and parents may also vary
depending on the issue.  For example, parents may be more important in
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teenagers’ establishing life goals and developing aspirations, whereas peers
and sexual partners may be more important in forming attitudes about
sexual activity.  With respect to infection with sexually transmitted diseases,
peers also play a role in limiting or increasing a teenager’s risk of exposure
to infectious agents.  Through social diffusion, sexually transmitted dis-
eases including HIV are transmitted within the social and sexual networks
of infected people.  The characteristics of these networks, including how
often and with whom adolescents engage in unprotected sexual intercourse
within them, appear to determine the rate and extent of spread both within
and between local networks.  Networks are placed at risk because indi-
vidual members of one network may have connections to other networks.

Increasingly, adolescents are also believed to be at increasing risk for
early initiation of sexual intercourse, unprotected sexual intercourse, unin-
tended pregnancy, and infection with sexually transmitted diseases, because
they are exposed to mixed and inconsistent messages from their families,
their peers, the community, and the mass media regarding what is expected,
appropriate, and socially desirable behavior.  Moreover, as the sheer volume
of violent images and themes on television increases, there is growing con-
cern that children are becoming “numb” or desensitized to this violence.
As a result, there has been growing concern about the role the media plays
in encouraging a wide range of harmful or negative behaviors among chil-
dren and adolescents.

Since the 1960s, television has been a significant vehicle for transmit-
ting information, communicating ideas, and influencing culture.  For ado-
lescents growing up in the 1960s, the 1970s, and the 1980s, television was
a dominant aspect of their lives.  Now, in the 1990s, as much as 40 percent
of adolescents’ time is spent watching television, listening to the radio or
compact discs (CDs), watching music videos, playing on the Internet, and
playing video games—all of which send unbalanced and often confusing
messages about sexuality, sexual behavior, and sexual responsibility.  Pre-
marital sex, cohabitation, and nonmarital relationships are often depicted
as the norm for adults.  And little frank or informed advice is offered about
sexually transmitted diseases, sexuality, contraception, or the harsh realities
of early pregnancy and parenting.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, television was the most significant
mass media influence on adolescents.  On average, about a third of Ameri-
cans’ recreational time is spent watching television.  That is more time than
is spent on the next 10 most popular leisure activities combined; children
spend more hours watching television than they spend in school each day.
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Television is an important source of information regarding sexual behavior:
37 percent of men and 41 percent of women surveyed cite television talk
shows as a primary source of information regarding sexually transmitted
diseases.

In addition to serving as a source of information, mass media may
influence social attitudes and sometimes social behavior.  For example,
violence depicted in the mass media has been shown to be a significant
factor in real-life violence.  The degree to which sexual content in mass
media directly affects sexual behavior is unclear because appropriate longi-
tudinal studies have not been conducted, but such content has been
shown to influence adolescents’ attitudes and beliefs regarding sex.  One
study found an association between frequent viewing of television pro-
grams with strong sexual content and the early onset of sexual intercourse
among adolescents, but it was not possible to determine the direction of
causation.  Another study that examined the influence of mass media on
eight potentially risky behaviors, including sexual intercourse, found that
adolescents who had engaged in more risky behaviors listened to radio and
watched music videos and movies on television more frequently than
those who had engaged in fewer risky behaviors, independent of demo-
graphic factors.

As of 1993, one-quarter of the 12 million new cases of sexually trans-
mitted diseases each year occurred among adolescents.  There is clear evi-
dence that rates of infection are highest among adolescents and young adults
(up to age 24) compared with older adults.  Adolescents’ increased risk for
infections with sexually transmitted diseases has been found to be associ-
ated with high rates of unprotected sexual intercourse and the fact that
adolescent girls and young women are biologically more susceptible to in-
fection.  Lack of accurate information about their risk is certainly one bar-
rier to preventing these infections among teenagers.  However, there are a
number of other barriers as well, including but not limited to the fact that
many adolescents do not have access to free condoms, and they lack the
confidence and behavioral skills to use them properly.

Increasingly, school- and community-based education and prevention
programs, as well as public service announcements, are alerting adolescents
to the fact that they are at risk for infection with sexually transmitted dis-
eases. The programs work with teenagers to provide them with the infor-
mation and skills they need to protect themselves from sexually transmitted
diseases and unintended pregnancy.  They also help to include them in
decision making, develop assertiveness and communication skills required
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to delay initiation of sexual intercourse, avoid unwanted intercourse, and
effectively negotiate “safe sex” practices and effective condom use.

Mass media could also play an important role in helping teens protect
themselves by airing messages that discourage them from prematurely en-
gaging in sexual behaviors (i.e., before they are emotionally ready or feel
comfortable doing so) and encourage them to protect themselves through
condom use.  Indeed, comprehensive public health messages regarding sexu-
ally transmitted diseases, including HIV infection, sexual abuse, and unin-
tended pregnancy, have already shown promise for reducing these risks
among adolescents and young adults.  Opinion polls show that most Ameri-
cans support making information regarding sexually transmitted diseases
and contraceptives available in the mass media, including the advertising of
condoms on television.

For their part, television networks have traditionally banned advertise-
ments for contraceptives until very recently.  Condom advertisements on
television have been controversial ever since the first such advertisement in
1975.  It was not until 1986 that the word “condom” was first used on
prime-time television.  Recently, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention had to fight to use the word “condom” in its public service
announcements on HIV prevention.  Despite agreeing to air recent an-
nouncements about HIV prevention promoting condoms, the networks
have restricted the messages to non-prime-time hours.  Primarily as a result
of the HIV epidemic, in 1991 the Fox Broadcasting Company became the
first national television network to run a condom commercial, and some
network-owned stations recently have begun to accept condom advertise-
ments, with certain restrictions and so long as they are in “good taste.”
Some networks, such as Fox and MTV, have been less restrictive in accept-
ing condom advertisements.

Condom use has increased in the past decade, reaching especially high
levels among adolescents in part because of these advertisements.  Other
factors likely to have influenced adolescents’ use of condoms include school-
based education campaigns and community-based outreach programs.
However, condom use tends to decrease as men get older.  Although the
measures are not completely comparable across the two datasets used, there
is clearly a negative association between condom use and age.  Even among
adolescents ages 15 to 19, there appears to be a decrease in condom use by
age, reflecting movement to female methods after initial sexual experiences,
during which condoms are often used.  One study reports that 16-year-old
males who are sexually active use condoms more than 19-year-olds.
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Condom use also varies by racial and ethnic affiliation.  Black men are
the most likely to report using condoms at all ages.  Among adolescents,
black males use condoms at higher rates than either Hispanic or white
males.  Although condom use among black adolescent males is higher at
last intercourse than among white adolescents, condom use at first inter-
course is lower.  Since black males, on average, initiate sex about one year
earlier than white males, and since earlier ages of first intercourse are associ-
ated with less use of contraception, some of the racial difference in condom
use at first intercourse is attributable to differences in age at initiation.
However, after age at initiation is controlled along with other confounding
variables, being a young black man continues to be associated with lower
condom use at first intercourse.

Adolescents may face particular barriers in obtaining the more effec-
tive methods of contraception. Circumstances vary under which family
planning providers will make services available to adolescents, especially if
there is no parental involvement.  One federal program was designed in
part to increase access to contraception among adolescents, but the limited
financing and reach of the program means that barriers to access continue
to exist for this age group in some circumstances.

Of the many risks associated with early sexual activity, unintended
pregnancy and infection with sexually transmitted diseases is perhaps the
most widespread.  Numerous studies of adolescents have clearly shown that
many also have very limited and often faulty information about when fer-
tility begins, the timing of fertility within the menstrual cycle, and the
probability of conception.  Such misinformation can lead to poor contra-
ceptive use and therefore unintended pregnancy and sexually transmitted
diseases.

The proportion of births to unmarried women, including adolescent
females, continues to rise.  These birth rates, which had declined steadily
since World War II, began rising again in 1985, and by 1989 were higher
than they had been since the early 1970s. Births to unmarried women
represented 15 percent of all births to adolescents in 1960 and 30 percent
in 1970; in 1989 over 67 percent of teenage mothers were unmarried, in-
cluding 92 percent of black teenage mothers.

Because teenage mothers tend to be economically disadvantaged prior
to giving birth, it has been difficult to disentangle the consequences of
giving birth as a teenager from those of prior disadvantage.  Consequences
fall both on the young mothers themselves, and on their children.  There is
evidence to suggest that children of adolescents are at high risk for a wide



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Risks and Opportunities: Synthesis of Studies on Adolescence
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/9721.html

ADDRESSING CHALLENGES AND PROMOTING HEALTHY DEVELOPMENT 37

range of poor outcomes, including health, developmental, and academic
problems.  As adolescents, children of adolescent mothers are far more likely
than those of older mothers to do poorly in school and to engage in high-
risk behaviors, including early sexual intercourse and adolescent pregnancy.

Cultural differences may influence the ways that young parents re-
spond to the responsibilities of childrearing:  for example, white mothers
appear more likely to marry to legitimize their child; blacks are more likely
to incorporate the mother and her infant into an extended household, with
other adults—usually the adolescent’s mother or maternal grandmother or
both—assisting with child care.  Living with other adults appears to benefit
adolescent mothers, who are more likely to complete high school and be
employed than those who marry and live in a separate household.  Among
adolescent mothers receiving Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(prior to 1996), blacks were more likely than whites to remain in their
parents’ home after giving birth, continuing schooling, and delaying mar-
riage; they stayed longer on welfare but were more likely to graduate from
high school.

Although much public attention has been given to the growing number
of births to unmarried women and to teenage pregnancies, it is only recently
that attention has focused on adolescent fathers.  Teenage fathers are more
likely to come from an economically disadvantaged family and to have
completed fewer years of schooling than their childless peers.  Although
teenage fathers earn more money than their childless counterparts up to age
20, by age 29, those who deferred fatherhood earn roughly 74 percent more
than teenage fathers.  Teenage fathers are also more likely than their childless
peers to commit and be convicted of illegal activity, and their offenses are of
a more serious nature.  Given their low educational attainment and low
earnings, it is not surprising that absent teenage fathers are less likely to pay
child support than those who father children in their 20s.

Few men who father children outside marriage subsequently marry the
mothers of those children and live with them.  But not living in the same
household does not necessarily mean lack of involvement with their chil-
dren.  As reported in one study, nearly 80 percent of unmarried fathers who
lived near their children visited them every day or several times a week.
Ethnographic work also suggests that inner-city young black males usually
acknowledged their paternity and that the community supported the young
father’s participation in informal child support arrangements.

It is often the case that teenage fathers want to spend time with their
children, and there is good reason to believe that it is in the best interest of
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the mother and child to have the father involved.  When fathers spend time
with their children, research has found them as nurturing as mothers, but
in slightly different ways.  For example, fathers engaged in more physical
play with their children than do mothers.  Thus, fathers appear to make a
significant and perhaps unique contribution to children’s emotional and
social development.

A number of programs aimed at encouraging the involvement of young
fathers with their children have been developed in recent years.  Some of
these programs are aimed primarily at improving the educational, parenting,
and job skills of young fathers to allow them to better support and interact
with their children.  Some programs try to capitalize on the desire for in-
volvement, dealing with individual responsibility and self-improvement
rather than job training.  Few programs, however, have been rigorously
evaluated.

TOBACCO, ALCOHOL, AND ILLICIT DRUGS

Cigarette smoking is the leading cause of avoidable death in the United
States.  Most smokers begin smoking during childhood and adolescence,
with nicotine addiction beginning during the first few years of tobacco use.
Decades of research show that, if people do not begin to use tobacco as
youngsters, they are highly unlikely to initiate use as adults. Minors con-
sume at least 516 million packs of cigarettes per year, and at least half of
those are sold to them illegally.  The average age of beginning smoking is
14.5 years; the average age when people become a daily smoker is 17.7
years; of those who have ever smoked daily, 71 percent have done so by age
18.

Many young people are erroneously led to believe that tobacco con-
sumption is widespread among adults, is a social norm among attractive
people, and is widespread among vital, successful people who seek to ex-
press their individuality, enjoy life, and are socially secure.  This message is
driven home to children and adolescents by their near-constant exposure to
pro-tobacco messages and images (e.g., neighborhood billboards).  They
also attend cultural and sporting events either sponsored by the tobacco
industry or where tobacco logos are prominently displayed.

Research has begun to document the fact that adolescents have a
heightened sensitivity to image advertising and promotion, since they are
often struggling to define their own identities.  Cigarette advertisements
are often evocative, play off teenage anxieties, and are positioned to appeal
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to specific groups defined by social class and ethnic identity.  Early adoles-
cence (ages 10 to 14) in particular may be a time of increased susceptibility
to the appeal of advertising that promotes certain images attractive to young
teenagers.

Clearly, adolescents who choose to use tobacco perceive greater ben-
efits relative to risks.  What is most striking, however, is the nature of the
trade-off.  When children and adolescents begin to use tobacco, they tend
to do so for reasons that are transient in nature and closely linked to specific
developmental tasks—for example, to assert independence and achieve per-
ceived adult status, or to identify with and establish social bonds with peers
who use tobacco.  Adolescents who smoke tend to be heavily influenced by
their perception of potential social benefits.

With regard to alcohol use, young people of junior high school age
drink to a greater extent than was true a generation ago:  a larger percentage
of them drink, they have their first drinking experience earlier, they drink
larger quantities, and they report more frequent intoxication.  Further-
more, the generational shift is greater for adolescent girls than for adoles-
cent boys; although girls still do, by and large, drink less than boys, the
percentage who drink and who report intoxication experiences has increased
more rapidly for girls than for boys.

Marijuana use is often referred to as a gateway drug to other illicit drug
use—i.e., other than alcohol, it is often the drug used first, before other
drugs such as cocaine, amphetamines, hallucinogenics, and heroin.
Throughout the 1980s, national surveys of high school seniors reported a
dramatic decline in marijuana use and a general decline in use of other
illicit drugs.  However, there was a reversal in this trend in the 1990s,
particularly among younger students, for the use of various types of illicit
drugs, marijuana being most notable.

Adolescents who use alcohol and other drugs recreationally are at
greater risk for developing significant health problems resulting from abuse
and dependence.  Although the patterns, prevalence, and consequences of
alcohol, tobacco, and illicit drug abuse in youth populations are not fully
understood, a number of individual personality characteristics have been
found to be associated with the onset of drinking and illicit drug use among
adolescents.  They include positive attitudes toward alcohol and other drug
use, rebelliousness, tolerance of deviant behavior, low school achievement,
lower expectations about academic achievement, and greater opposition to
authority.  It has also been found that alcohol and other drug abuse and
mental health problems often occur simultaneously.  Mental health prob-
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lems that have been found to be associated with increased risk of alcohol
and other drug abuse include conduct disorders, attention deficit disorder,
and anxiety disorders, particularly phobias and depression.  Research has
also shown a high degree of overlap between disruptive behavior and drug
use in older adolescents, particularly those with a cooccurring conduct dis-
order.

A number of family factors have also been found to be associated with
drug use and abuse among adolescents, including poor quality of the child-
parent relationship, family disruption (e.g., divorce and acute or chronic
stress), poor parenting, parent or sibling drug use, parental attitudes that
are sympathetic to drug use, and neglect.

The peer environment can also make a substantial contribution to al-
cohol and other drug use.  Among older adolescents, peers have a greater
effect than parents on alcohol and other drug use and abuse.  Typically,
adolescent alcohol and other drug use takes place in the company of peers.
Peer influence on drug use and abuse may occur in a mutually reinforcing
pattern based on the tendency for drug-using adolescents to select similar
peers.  Studies have not yet demonstrated, however, the influence of peers
in the transition from experimental use of alcohol and other drugs to actual
abuse (i.e., increased frequency of use, sustained use, and symptoms associ-
ated with tolerance and withdrawal).

The sociocultural factors that can have an impact on drug use or abuse
include community patterns of drug use.  Living in a community with high
rates of crime, ready availability of drugs, association with delinquent peers,
and acceptance of drug use and abuse are all associated with drug abuse.
The larger sociocultural environment also plays a part: alcohol, tobacco,
and illicit drugs are frequently reported by news media as having been used
by sports and entertainment figures.  In addition, social and legal policies
(taxes, restrictions on conditions of purchase and use, legal status, and en-
forcement) can have important effects on access to substances, and conse-
quently abuse.

Ethnographic research designed to explore various risk factors for drug
use and abuse, as well as the impact of drug abuse on the community,
suggests that the degree of acculturation and assimilation of individuals
who are recent immigrants to the United States has been found to be of
some importance as a contextual factor, particularly among Mexican Ameri-
cans.  Specifically, children in families who have recently immigrated to the
United States or who are first-generation immigrants are at significantly
less risk for a wide range of problems, including alcohol, tobacco, and drug
use, compared with children in families who are second- and third-genera-
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tion immigrants.  Children in families who are second- and third-genera-
tion immigrants—i.e., more assimilated and acculturated—are in turn
more likely to resemble U.S.-born children.

In many communities of color, individuals may lack access to broader
educational, employment, and consequently economic opportunities,
which may also be associated with alcohol and other drug use and abuse.
For example, white adolescents typically stop using drugs in their mid-20s,
when adult roles of employment and marriage are adopted.  In contrast, a
significant proportion of black young adults continue drug use well into
their adulthood and consequently develop substance abuse disorders.

In American Indian communities, unemployment rates are high, re-
sulting in circumstances in which drug use can flourish. Research has shown
that alcoholism is a particular health problem on American Indian reserva-
tions.  Among American Indian adolescents, school failure and high drop-
out rates are a serious problem.  Also, delinquency and crime are strongly
linked to drug use, and gang activity is on the rise among adolescents living
on reservations.

Nevertheless, environment—such as communities and neighbor-
hoods—can reinforce a protective sense of self-worth, identity, safety, and
environmental mastery.  These environmental factors may also serve to pro-
tect individuals from drug use and abuse.

Currently more is known about the initiation of drug use than about
the transition from use to abuse and dependence.  It is clear, however, that
adolescents are also vulnerable to the consequences of drug abuse, includ-
ing health effects, accidents and injuries, violence resulting from illegal ac-
tivities, and HIV transmission.  Adolescent drug abusers differ from adult
drug abusers in several ways that are significant for treatment.  Of course,
adolescent abusers usually have a shorter history of drug abuse; have less
severe symptoms of tolerance, craving, and withdrawal; and usually do not
have the long-term physical effects of drug abuse. They are, however, at
great risk for developing lifelong patterns of drug abuse, which could in
turn result in a constellation of negative physical, psychological, and social
consequences.

Moreover, the state of knowledge about adolescent treatment is, at
best, incomplete.  The number of useful studies on adolescents is small,
and most of the work that has been conducted in this area is based on
studies of treatment outcomes with adults.  There are major obstacles to the
treatment research with adolescents, such as inconsistent terminology used
to refer to adolescent treatment approaches and service components, the
use of adult treatment modalities with adolescents, the lack of health care
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benefits or coverage for alcohol or drug treatment, and a requirement to
obtain parental consent for treatment services.
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Adolescents Taking Their Place
in the World

ADOLESCENTS IN THE WORKFORCE

In general, the U.S. public believes that work is beneficial—and at
worst, benign—for children and adolescents.  Today, work is a familiar part
of the lives of many children and most adolescents in the United States.  Yet
working can be dangerous.

The U.S. Department of Labor estimates that about 44 percent of 16-
and 17-year-olds work at some time during the year, either while in school,
during the summer, or both. The government estimates do not include
children younger than 16 who may work, although the National Longitu-
dinal Study of Adolescent Health (called Add Health) found that about 40
percent of 7th and 8th graders were employed during the school year. Chil-
dren of any age may work in family-owned businesses and on family farms.
But even the official numbers for 16- and 17-year-olds are likely to be
underestimates because they are based on reports by parents or other adults
in the household. Research has found that parents systematically under-
state the involvement in the workforce of their children. Department of
Labor estimates are also limited by rather specific definitions of work. When
high school students are interviewed directly through research surveys,
about 80 percent report that they hold jobs during the school year at some
point during high school.

A notable characteristic of working adolescents is that they move in
and out of the labor market, changing jobs and work schedules frequently,

43
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in response to changes in employers’ needs, labor market conditions, and
circumstances in their own lives.  Children and teens, like adults, work
mainly for the money.  Children’s income, however, no longer goes prima-
rily toward family support, as it once did:  the majority of working adoles-
cents spend most of their incomes on discretionary items or on their indi-
vidual needs.

The biggest employer of adolescents is the retail sector—restaurants,
fast-food outlets, grocery stores, and other retail stores—which employs
more than 50 percent of all working 15- to 17-year-olds. The next biggest
employer is the service sector (e.g., health care settings such as nursing
homes), which accounts for more than 25 percent of working adolescents,
followed by 8 percent employed in agriculture. Several of the industries in
these sectors of the economy have high rates of injury for all workers.

Some parts of the youth population face unique problems related to
work. Children and adolescents who are poor or minority or have dis-
abilities are far less likely than white, middle-class young people to be em-
ployed and therefore to reap the potential benefits of work experience.
Furthermore, the jobs that poor and minority young people have tend to
be in more dangerous industries. When they do work, the hours they
work and the wages they receive are comparable to those of other young-
sters.

Working has been shown to be associated with both positive and
negative consequences for adolescents. Working may increase responsibil-
ity, self-esteem, and independence and may help children and adolescents
learn valuable work skills. Employment that is limited in intensity (usu-
ally defined as 20 hours or less per week) during high school years has
been found to promote postsecondary educational attainment. Many
studies show positive links between working during high school and sub-
sequent vocational outcomes, including less unemployment, a longer du-
ration of employment after completing schooling, and higher earnings.

However, high-intensity work (usually defined as more than 20 hours
per week) is associated with unhealthy and problem behaviors, including
substance abuse and minor deviance, insufficient sleep and exercise, and
limited time spent with families. Moreover, a high level of work during
adolescence has been found to be associated with decreased eventual educa-
tional attainment. It should be noted that researchers have often chosen the
dividing point of 20 hours of work per week as a convenient way to subdi-
vide hours of work into low-intensity and high-intensity employment; that
division is not based on specific research about 20 hours per se.
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Children and adolescents may be exposed to many work-related haz-
ards that can result in injury, illness, or death.  About 100,000 young people
seek treatment in hospital emergency departments for work-related injuries
each year.  The average of 70 documented deaths that occur among chil-
dren and adolescents each year as a result of injuries suffered at work is
believed to be an underestimate.

The rate of injury per hour worked appears almost twice as high for
children and adolescents as for adults—about 4.9 injured per 100 full-
time-equivalent workers among adolescents, compared with 2.8 per 100
full-time-equivalent workers for all workers.  The industries with the high-
est injury rates for young workers are retail stores and restaurants, manufac-
turing, construction, and public-sector jobs.  There is virtually no informa-
tion on the extent to which young people are exposed to toxic or
carcinogenic substances in the workplace, exposures that may cause illnesses
many years later.

Work-related deaths of workers 17 years and younger are highest in
agriculture, followed by retail trade and construction.  The most common
causes of work-related deaths among 16- and 17-year-olds involve motor
vehicles, electrocutions, and homicides.

Many of the industries that employ large numbers of children and
adolescents have higher than average injury rates for workers of all ages, but
young workers do not receive adequate health and safety training at work—
training that has been linked with reduced injuries and acute illnesses when
provided to adult workers who are young or inexperienced.  Furthermore,
children and adolescents often work with inadequate supervision and at
tasks for which they may be developmentally unprepared.

Inexperience, as well as physical, cognitive, and emotional develop-
mental characteristics, may also play a part in the risk of injury faced by
young workers.  Research on adults reveals that inexperience on the job
contributes to occupational injuries.  It should not be surprising, then, if
the inexperience of children and adolescents turns out to be an important
factor in their work-related injury rates.  Injury may also result from a
physical mismatch between the size of the child or adolescent and the task:
for example, machinery that was designed for adult males may be too large
or heavy for children or adolescents to handle safely.

Working provides benefits to children and adolescents, but the ben-
efits do not come without potential risks to the workers’ physical, emo-
tional, educational, and social development.  Because so many children and
adolescents participate in the U.S. workforce and undoubtedly will con-
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tinue to do so, the issue is not whether they should work, but what circum-
stances cause working to be detrimental, what can be done to avoid those
circumstances, and how working can be made more beneficial.

SCHOOL-TO-WORK PROGRAMS

About half of high school graduates in the United States do not go on
to college, and of those who do, less than a quarter obtain four-year de-
grees.  Yet the array of programs and services available to college-bound
students completely swamps those available to noncollege-bound students.
Most students planning to attend college receive comprehensive academic
offerings that are linked to college requirements; counseling is available to
help them make decisions and to see the connection between academic
achievement and college acceptance; once accepted into college, financial
assistance is often available; and most institutions offer a variety of orienta-
tion services to help adolescents adjust to their new life.

For the larger number of adolescents who do not attend or finish col-
lege, assistance is far more limited.  Many vocational education and employ-
ment training programs do not offer a sequenced series of courses through
high school to develop the skills required in specific occupational sectors.
The failure of the school-to-work transition system to adequately respond
to the needs of the majority of high school graduates contributes materially
to the economic insecurity that characterizes many young families.

Traditionally, helping adolescents make the transition into the labor
market has not been an explicit part of the mission of America’s public
schools.  As a result, vocational education remains isolated from both aca-
demic institutions and the labor market; it is seen as having little value
among school administrators and teachers, many of whom argue that voca-
tional education has become a dumping ground for students not in college.
The extent of the stigma is disputed, but there is little disagreement that
vocational education and its administrators, teachers, and students have
become isolated from the mainstream of secondary education, and that
recent reforms have done little to reduce this isolation.

For these reasons, vocational education has had at best mixed success.
There is abundant evidence that the vocational education system in the
United States has only marginally helped students make the transition from
schooling to work.  In too many vocational programs, there is only a tenu-
ous connection between training and placement, there is no increase in
earnings after program completion to offset the cost of training, and few
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participants find employment appropriate to their training.  Vocational
students seldom accrue long-term benefits, compared with other students,
in terms of income, employment, or job status.

For students in vocational and traditional high school settings, there is
no institutional bridge or system to help them make the transition from
school to work—unlike in most other industrialized countries.  Left to
themselves, many high school graduates flounder in the labor market, ei-
ther jobless or obtaining jobs with low wages and little opportunity for
advancement.  These difficulties are illustrated by the labor market “inac-
tivity rates” of young people—the percentage of the population that is not
employed, serving in the military, or enrolled in school (employment-to-
population ratios).  For young adults who have failed to graduate from high
school, the opportunities for full-time work have been extremely limited.

In the absence of federal policy guidance, there have been a number of
state and local efforts to create school-to-work transition systems, with an
integrated array of services for young people.  School and work linkages
have been established through cooperative education, apprenticeship, and
other work-based learning programs.  There are also a small number of
multisite research and demonstration programs—typically funded by foun-
dations—that seek to involve both public and private agencies to provide
options for low-achieving students and dropouts to move into the labor
market.  However, only an estimated 3 to 8 percent of all high school
students are enrolled in such programs.

ADOLESCENTS IN THE 21ST CENTURY:
CHANGING SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC PATTERNS

As previously discussed, the size, age, and racial and ethnic composi-
tion of the adolescent population is changing dramatically as the 21st cen-
tury approaches.  Added to the growth in the number of adolescents is a
tremendous shift currently taking place in the racial and ethnic composi-
tion of the nation.  The United States is in the midst of a great wave of
immigration, a movement of people that has profound implications for a
society that by tradition pays homage to its immigrant roots at the same
time that it confronts complex and deeply ingrained ethnic and racial divi-
sions.  Demographers expect that, by the year 2000, 31 percent of the
adolescent population will be members of a racial or ethnic minority group,
compared with 26 percent in the total population.
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The immigrants of today are coming primarily from nonindustrial-
ized parts of Asia and Latin America and are driving a demographic shift
so rapid that, within the lifetimes of today’s teenagers, no single ethnic
group—including whites of European descent—will constitute a major-
ity of the nation’s population.

The demographic shifts are smudging the old lines demarcating two
historical, often distinct societies, one black and one white.  Reshaped
by three decades of rapidly rising immigration, the national portrait is
now far more complex.  Whites currently account for 74 percent of the
children, blacks 12 percent, Hispanics 10 percent, and Asians 3 percent.
Yet according to data and predictions generated by the Census Bureau,
the population of Hispanics is likely to surpass that of blacks early in the
next century.  And by the year 2050, it is estimated that Hispanics will
account for 25 percent of the population; blacks, 14 percent; Asians, 8
percent; and whites, 53 percent.

Overall, minority groups are growing at a faster rate than the white
segments of the population.  And these population patterns are particu-
larly apparent when looking at the adolescent population.  By the year
2000, the total number of black adolescents is expected to increase 16
percent from 1985; the greatest increase will occur in the younger age
group (i.e., 10- to 14-year-olds).  Although the absolute number of
black adolescents has increased since the mid-1980s, their rates of
growth have been smaller than those of Hispanic and Asian adolescents.
Thus, although blacks continue to be the largest group among the ado-
lescent minority population, their overall proportion will have decreased
from 55 percent in 1985 to 52 percent in 2000.

Projections also indicate that the white adolescent population will
have increased by 1 percent between 1985 and 2000.  The most dra-
matic change will be among Hispanic adolescents, with a 42 percent in-
crease in their overall numbers.  Hispanic adolescents are expected to
represent an estimated 12 percent of the adolescent population.  The
growth among Hispanics reflects both an increasing number of new im-
migrants and improvements in the manner in which Hispanics are
counted in the population.  In addition, as a result of Asian migration,
demographers also estimate that, in the year 2000, 11 percent of all
school-age children will be of Asian or Pacific Island descent.

From the standpoint of adolescent development, it is difficult to
draw firm conclusions about similarities and differences between adoles-
cents in immigrant and U.S.-born families regarding psychological well-
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being, academic success, and other measures of successful adaptation to
U.S. society, for reasons that include the small immigrant samples used
in available studies.  However, the majority of adolescents in immigrant
families appear to sustain positive feelings about themselves and their
well-being, while also perceiving that they have relatively less control
over their lives and are less popular with their peers at school.  Many
also report having strong achievement motivation, although this may de-
teriorate from one generation to the next.

Children in immigrant families also appear to have somewhat
higher middle school grade point averages and math test scores than do
children in U.S.-born families, although reading test scores for the first
generation are lower than for later generations. Differences across chil-
dren and adolescents from various countries of origin appear quite large,
however.  For example, Chinese adolescents in immigrant families have
higher grade point averages and higher math test scores than Chinese-
origin or white children in U.S.-born families.  In contrast, Mexican-
origin children in immigrant and U.S.-born families have grade point
averages and math test scores that are similar to each other but much
lower than for white children in U.S.-born families.  Corresponding to
the declines in achievement motivation across generations, there is evi-
dence among Chinese and Filipino children that the especially strong
achievement records of the second generation are not sustained in later
generations.

Demographic change, worldwide and within the United States, will
powerfully affect many aspects of the quality of life for adolescents in
the 21st century—the environment, food, the economy, schools, jobs,
and health.  America’s health care system in the 21st century must suc-
cessfully achieve equity between the young and the aged and among so-
cial and ethnic groups.

Given these dramatic demographic shifts and the substantial in-
crease in the adolescent population in the coming years, researchers have
the opportunity to increase their knowledge base with regard to promot-
ing adolescent development, health, safety, security and well-being; de-
signing and, in some cases, redesigning institutions and systems of care
to more appropriately address the needs of adolescents; promoting
peaceful, respectful relations among adolescents of different ethnic
groups; promoting positive relationships between adolescents and their
parents; encouraging and supporting them as a resource within commu-
nities; and helping them define their civic role in a democratic society.
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Implications for Research and Linking
Research to Policy and Practice

Although research and new policies and programmatic initiatives have
documented the many problems that adolescents face in an increasingly
complex and diversified society, a clear federal policy mandate is lacking
that sets forth funding and policy priorities, and that could provide guid-
ance for how to approach the needs of diverse adolescent populations
(Brindis et al., 1998).  The complexity of those needs, and the ambivalence
expressed by society concerning the role of adolescents, have made it diffi-
cult to establish a focused agenda for youth-related issues.  Progress in the
coming decade requires that the field take a step back, map out the areas in
which additional research is needed, identify opportunities for research to
inform policy and practice, and proceed in a thoughtful and coordinated
manner to address these needs.

In this chapter we outline a number of issues that will become increas-
ingly important and that the Forum on Adolescence expects to explore.
These include the implications of a changing adolescent population; new
research methodologies and approaches needed to further advance under-
standing of adolescent health and development; strategies to strengthen
and support relationships between teenagers and their parents; the contin-
ued development of indicators of adolescent well-being; approaches to in-
tegrating frameworks for preventing risk behaviors and promoting positive
developmental outcomes among youth; the delivery of developmentally
appropriate health care services to youth; and ensuring adolescents’ safe
and productive use of new technologies.

51



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Risks and Opportunities: Synthesis of Studies on Adolescence
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/9721.html

52 RISKS AND OPPORTUNITIES:  SYNTHESIS OF STUDIES ON ADOLESCENCE

INCREASING NUMBERS AND GROWING DIVERSITY

As discussed earlier in this report, the size and composition of the
adolescent population is expected to change dramatically during the com-
ing decades—i.e., there will be more adolescents than ever before.  More-
over, white teenagers will no longer be the majority group, and Hispanic
teenagers will outnumber black teenagers.  Now is the time to ask if current
systems and policies are prepared to respond to these changes. Are private
and public institutions and systems (e.g., education, employment, housing,
transportation, and health) prepared to respond to these trends?  How will
institutions and systems need to be redesigned to respond appropriately?
How can a national youth policy agenda be developed to ensure the health
and well-being of this segment of the population?

With this increase in diversity, coupled with worldwide patterns of
increased mobility and migration, cooperative relations among different
racial and ethnic groups are essential to the nation’s future.  Yet there is
growing evidence to suggest that white youth and youth from ethnic mi-
nority groups hold deeply divergent views on how to relate to each other.
The harmful results of this racial divide among youth are becoming more
apparent as demonstrated by an alarming increase of adolescent hate crimes,
organized hate groups, and overt expressions of racial intolerance.

Research is needed to characterize how youth derive a sense of belong-
ing and personal meaning from their ethnic and other affiliations, as well as
on how youth understand, interpret, and experience such constructs as
race, ethnicity, racism, and all other forms of discrimination.  While there
is growing evidence that strategies can be crafted to create positive inter-
group relations, there is little agreement regarding what intervention strate-
gies are essential to promote peaceful, respectful relations or to prevent
conflict and violence among youth stemming from ethnic identity.  Cer-
tainly, ethnicity is not the only defining characteristic of teenagers.  They
also differ from one another according to their physical, cognitive, and
learning abilities; body shape and size; religious and political beliefs and
values; sexual orientation; and interests and expressions of creativity.  Fu-
ture efforts are needed to encourage and support enduring changes in the
ways that teenagers relate and interact with their peers who are different
from themselves.  As a society, the goal should be to help young people
promote peaceful, respectful relations among all youth.
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HEALTHY ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT

The study of adolescence is becoming an increasingly sophisticated
science. Thanks to powerful new research tools and other scientific and
technological advances, today’s theories of adolescent development are more
likely to be supported by scientific evidence than in the past.  Indeed, there
has been sufficient research to allow a reassessment of the nature of adoles-
cent development.  At the same time, there is greater recognition that nei-
ther puberty nor adolescence can be understood without considering the
social, psychological, and cultural contexts in which young people grow
and develop, including the familial and societal values, social and economic
conditions, and institutions that they experience.  In the past, researchers
tended to conduct research designed to examine the impact of hormones
on adolescent behavior.  While this work continues, there is now an appre-
ciation for the complex reciprocal relationship and interaction between bio-
logical, psychological, and social environments and the interaction between
these environments and adolescent behavior.

The field of adolescence is also increasingly benefiting from the fact
that researchers from diverse fields, including the biological, behavioral,
and social sciences, have developed new techniques to study adolescent
development.  Use of more rigorous research methods has improved the
reliability and validity of the measurement techniques used, and conse-
quently the ability to document the multifaceted dimensions of growth
and maturation during adolescence.

For example, the development of radioimmunoassay methodology in
the late 1960s, and the considerable refinement of that process over the
decades, have made it possible to study the hormones that control repro-
ductive maturation.  The development of neuroimaging technology in the
1970s created exciting new opportunities for studying brain development;
these techniques include more sensitive, easy-to-use hormone assay tech-
nology and new brain-imaging technologies, allowing insight into brain
development and function.

Moreover, longitudinal studies are increasingly being designed to char-
acterize the interaction among genetic, biological, familial, environmental,
social, and behavioral factors (both risk and protective in nature) among
children and adolescents.  For example, a valuable new source of data that
has the potential to significantly advance the knowledge base of physiologi-
cal and behavioral development among adolescents is the National Longi-
tudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health).  From the collection of
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longitudinal data, it will be possible to examine how the timing and tempo
of puberty influences social and cognitive development among teenagers.
This dataset will also permit analyses to examine how family-, school-, and
individual-level risk and protective factors are associated with adolescent
health and morbidity (e.g., emotional health, violence, substance use, sexu-
ality).

Despite advances in the science and knowledge base, it remains the
case that current understanding of adolescent development is rather lim-
ited.  The research conducted to date has been predominately descriptive in
nature, has relied on cross-sectional data and adolescent self-report and has
been unidimensional in focus.  Indeed, few research studies have success-
fully considered the multiple factors that collectively influence adolescent
development.  There is now a growing appreciation, however, that new
research is needed, including research that employs longitudinal designs;
characterizes developmental changes associated with the onset of puberty
well before the age of 8; and seeks to characterize growth and development
across the life span—i.e., from infancy to adolescence, young adulthood,
adulthood, and the senior years.

Studying these developmental stages in isolation from one another pro-
vides only a partial and incomplete picture.  In addition, while the current
literature is rich with respect to research that characterizes adolescents’ in-
volvement in risk and risk-related behaviors, research on risk factors is only
correlational or bidirectional in nature, which tells only half the story.  It
examines the extent to which, in any given sample of adolescents and at any
given time, teens exposed to a risk factor are doing worse in some respect
compared with children who are not exposed to that same risk factor.  It
says nothing about the base rates of either the risk factors or the outcomes.
Base rates could be rising or falling, while the correlations between risk
factors and outcomes could be quite undisturbed.  This means, for ex-
ample, that although it may not matter greatly whether there are increasing
or decreasing numbers of adolescents in poverty; it is also true that those in
poverty are still at risk.

Finally, previous research has been limited when it has assumed that
adolescents, as a segment of the population, are a homogenous group.  We
now know that while all adolescents experience the biological, cognitive,
and social transitions of this period, not all adolescents experience these
changes in the same way.  For example, puberty makes some adolescents
feel adult-like, attractive, and confident; it makes others feel awkward, un-
attractive, and self-conscious.  Being able to think in abstract and hypo-
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thetical terms offers some teenagers the opportunity to imagine the wide
range of possibilities that exist for their future; it prompts others to feel
uncertainty and despair.  While the fundamental changes associated with
adolescence are universal, there is wide variation in the ways in which ado-
lescents experience these changes, and this variation is largely accounted for
by the child’s interpretation of these changes, as well as the environment in
which these changes occur.  As described by Bronfenbrenner (1979), the
psychological impact of the biological, cognitive, and social changes of ado-
lescence is shaped by the environment in which these changes take place.
These considerations need to be further explored by research.

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN TEENAGERS AND PARENTS

Adolescence is not just a time of major developmental changes in chil-
dren; it is also a time of significant transformations and realignment in
family relations.  Raising adolescents can certainly be stressful and difficult
for parents who are likely to feel less adequate and more anxious and stressed
than when their children were younger.  Raising a teenager can also be
rewarding, and families as well as other supportive adults clearly matter
with respect to the healthy development of adolescents.

As discussed by Small (1990), there have been a number of recent
changes in American society and in the nature of adolescence that have also
contributed to the challenge of raising adolescents today:

• The length of time during which adolescents rely on their parents
for financial, emotional, and material support is increasing, with more and
more young adults in their early 20s living at home or financially depen-
dent on their parents, resulting in a protracted period of responsibility for
parents and a greater uncertainty regarding how to raise adolescents.

• Parents have become confused about how best to prepare adoles-
cents for future adult roles as a result of rapid sociocultural change and the
multiple and often competing sources of information and values that are
increasingly complex in a diverse society.

• Parents are often worried as a result of the greater number of poten-
tially dangerous activities, substances, and influences to which contempo-
rary adolescents are exposed.

Compared with research on families with young children, there has
been much less attention to the home and family environments of adoles-
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cents.  Yet it is clear, as this report discusses, that adolescents develop best
when they live and develop in a supportive home and family environment.
Despite the fact that adolescents are moving out beyond the family and
striving for greater autonomy, parents remain an important influence in the
lives of their adolescent children.  In a paper published by Resnick and
colleagues, early analyses from the National Longitudinal Study of Adoles-
cent Health found that teenagers who have strong emotional attachments
to their parents and teachers are much less likely to use drugs and alcohol,
attempt suicide, engage in violence, or become sexually active at an early
age (Resnick et al., 1997).  The authors concluded that feeling loved, un-
derstood, and paid attention to by parents helps teenagers avoid high-risk
activities, regardless of whether they come from a one- or a two-parent
household.  At school, positive relationships with teachers were found to be
more important in protecting teenagers than any other factor, including
classroom size or the amount of training a teacher has.

What are the practical implications of research on parenting adoles-
cents, and how can research, policy, and practice be linked?  Very little is
known about how to educate and support parents of adolescents most ef-
fectively and enhance their childrearing abilities.  There is an enormous gap
between what is known about the effects of parenting on adolescents as it
naturally occurs and what can be done to enhance it when parents struggle.
This gap is especially striking in light of the recent growth in the develop-
ment and availability of parenting programs, videos, articles, and books
aimed at supporting and guiding parents of adolescents. Research on best
practices and the effectiveness of education, training, and support programs
and materials is almost nonexistent.  Understanding of the types of knowl-
edge, skills, and supports that parents of adolescents need and desire, as
well as the strategies and change techniques that are likely to be most help-
ful and effective, is also very limited.  Research is therefore needed to fur-
ther strengthen relationships between teenagers and their parents and to
provide support to parents of adolescents.

NEW TRENDS IN ADOLESCENT BEHAVIOR

The past few years have seen a number of encouraging changes and
even reversals in trends in some of the leading causes of mortality and mor-
bidity among adolescents.  While these trends are not consistent across all
causes of death, problems, or risk behaviors, these data are promising and
they do suggest that some combination of events—whether it is new ways
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in which social services are addressing the needs of adolescents, new ap-
proaches to the design and delivery of prevention and health promotion
interventions, or new policies—has had a positive impact on the health,
safety, and security of teenagers in the United States.  The following pages
highlight a few of these trends, including recent rates of adolescent mortal-
ity, adolescent pregnancy, school dropout, and use of tobacco, alcohol, and
other illicit drugs.

Adolescent Mortality

As discussed in this report, adolescents have much higher mortality
rates compared with younger children.  In 1980, the death rate among
adolescents was 98 per 100,000.  This rate then decreased to 89 in 1991,
and further declined to 84 in 1995 (see Figure 6-1).  Injury, which includes
homicide, suicide, and unintentional injuries, continues to account for 4
out of 5 or 78 percent of deaths among adolescents. While accidents con-
tinue to account for more than twice as many teen deaths as any other
source, including homicide, examination of recent trends in causes of death
among teenagers reveals some changes.  Between 1985 and 1996, the num-
ber of teen deaths due to accidents fell from 8,202 in 1985 to 6,756 in
1996, while the number of teen homicides increased from 1,602 to 2,924
during the same period.  However, between 1994 and 1996, the number of

FIGURE 6-1 Mortality rate among adolescents ages 15 to 19 by cause of death,
1980-1995.  SOURCE: Data from Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Na-
tional Center for Heath Statistics, National Vital Statistics System.
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FIGURE 6-2 Birth rate of 15- to 17-year-olds:  1985 to 1997.  SOURCE:  Data
from National Center for Health Statistics.
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teen homicides fell by 18 percent, which may signal a change in long-term
trends.  The annual number of teen suicides also decreased, albeit slightly,
from 1,849 to 1,817, between 1985 to 1996.

Adolescent Pregnancy

As previously discussed, teenage childbearing is problematic because it
often diminishes the opportunities of both the child and the young mother.
Births to females under age 18 are particularly troublesome because most
of these mothers are unmarried, and the vast majority have not completed
high school.  Nationally, the birth rate to teenagers has been decreasing
over the past several years.  In 1991, the birth rate among 15- to 17-year-
olds was 39 per 1,000 females, and between 1991 to 1997, this rate de-
creased to 33.  This rate increased slightly, however, in 1997, to 34 per
1,000 females (see Figure 6-2).  The birth rate among 18- to 19-year-olds
also declined between 1991 and 1996, and blacks, Hispanics, and whites
have all experienced the decline.

School Dropout

As previously discussed, graduating from high school is critical for ob-
taining postsecondary education or getting a good job.  Indeed, teens who
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drop out of high school face enormous odds of achieving financial success
in life.  Nationwide, there was very little change in this measure between
1985 and 1996.  In 1985, 11 percent of teens ages 16 to 19 were high
school dropouts, compared with 10 percent in 1996. There was, however, a
slight decline in the percentage of 16- to 19-year-olds not attending school
and not working, from 11 percent in 1985 to 9 percent in 1996.

Tobacco, Alcohol, and Illicit Drug Use

Alcohol and illicit drug use has both short- and long-term implications
with respect to the health and development of adolescents.  Long-term
trends indicate that heavy drinking, defined as drinking five or more alco-
holic beverages in a row in the last two weeks, peaked in 1981 with 41
percent of high school seniors reporting this behavior. The percentage of
seniors reporting heavy drinking then declined significantly, to a low of 18
percent in 1993.  Unfortunately, since 1993, the prevalence of this behav-
ior has risen to 31 percent.  In 1997, almost 1 in 3 12th graders, 1 in 4 10th
graders, and more than 1 in 10 8th graders reported heavy drinking (Fed-
eral Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 1997).

According to data reported by the Monitoring the Future study, mari-
juana, cocaine, and heroin use bottomed out in the early 1990s but has
since risen among children at all grade levels (see Figure 6-3) (Backman et
al., 1998).  However, data for 1997 and 1998 suggest that this trend toward
increased illicit drug use is leveling off and may be in the process of revers-
ing.  For example, annual use of any illicit drug by high school seniors
peaked at 54.2 percent in 1979, declined to a low of 27.1 percent in 1992,
then climbed steadily to 42.4 percent in 1997.  Annual marijuana use
among high school seniors crested in 1979 at 50.8 percent, then declined
to 21.9 percent in 1992, before rising steadily to 38.5 percent in 1997.
Annual cocaine use more than doubled among high school seniors, from
5.6 percent in 1975 to 13.1 percent in 1985, then decreased to 4.9 percent
in 1996.  Seniors’ use of any illicit drug, marijuana, and cocaine has, how-
ever, been stable since 1996.

Unfortunately, these same encouraging trends are not apparent for
tobacco use by adolescents.  The percentage of 8th, 10th, and 12th grad-
ers who reported that they smoked cigarettes daily increased between
1992 and 1997 (Backman et al., 1998).  In 1997, 25 percent of 12th
graders reported smoking daily during the previous 30 days, as did 18
percent of 10th graders and 9 percent of 8th graders.  Prior to 1992,
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FIGURE 6-3 Trends in past-year use of drugs by high school seniors.  SOURCE:
Adapted by the National Institute on Drug Abuse from data compiled by Backman et
al. (1998).
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smoking had been decreasing among 12th graders since 1980, when 21
percent of 12th graders reported that they smoked daily (Federal Inter-
agency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 1997).

ADOLESCENT WELL-BEING

Because the federal and state governments are organized to identify
needs and to address and solve problems, it tends to collect data on prob-
lems, such as morbidity, mortality, poverty, and crime.  So trends in drug
use, violence, and sexual activity are often mentioned, but we rarely hear
about the commitment of youth to recycling or to work they do around
the house or outside, close parent-child relations, or the time that youth
spend volunteering (Moore, 1998).  To provide a more balanced perspec-
tive, data are needed to assess not only the problems experienced by
youth and poor developmental outcomes, but also positive indicators of
safety, security, and well-being. This will require the development of new
measures and the collection of new data at the federal, state, and local
levels.  Possible constructs include community involvement, recycling,
volunteering, religious practice and activities, exercise and sports, activi-
ties in school clubs, civic engagement, reading and participation in cul-
tural affairs, family activities, and work done in the home.  The lives of



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Risks and Opportunities: Synthesis of Studies on Adolescence
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/9721.html

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH 61

children are complex and multifaceted.  Indicators should reflect the
complexities of adolescents’ lives.  For example, long-term poverty is
more problematic than short-term spells of poverty, and cumulative risks
undermine child development more than a single risk.  And average val-
ues do not reflect the diversity experienced by children and adolescents
from varied backgrounds.

Until very recently, research and services have been largely problem
focused, funded by categorical “problem identified” funding streams, and
driven by policies that rarely view problems as interrelated.  Federal statis-
tics on children and adolescents are similarly highly fragmented and ad-
ministered by different agencies, each with its own interests and each with
distinctive histories and constituencies.  This suggests the need for improve-
ments in data collection and reporting systems in order to ascertain the
connections between resources and outcomes and also to identify the fam-
ily and community processes that translate resources into outcomes.

During the past five years, a great deal of scientific and policy-related
activity has taken place around the development and use of child and
youth indicators (Hauser et al., 1997).  In addition, there have been sev-
eral important attempts to broaden existing conceptual frameworks in
order to support more multidisciplinary approaches to the study of child
and youth well-being (Brooks-Gunn et al., 1995; Family and Child Well-
Being Research Network, 1999). For example, some researchers are now
attempting to develop indicators that could provide informative measures
of youth’s perceptions of their own safety and security and their willing-
ness to invest time and resources in preparing for long-term goals as op-
posed to short-term advantages.  Others are using measures of youth po-
tential and connectedness to examine positive aspects of youth
development (such as indicators of personal and family responsibility,
civic engagement, and community service) that are often overlooked in
datasets focused narrowly on the presence or absence of problem behav-
iors.  At the community level, some scholars are experimenting with
measures designed to judge the capacity of a neighborhood or other so-
cial setting to support the values of its residents, including youth, in
achieving positive social, economic, and personal benefits (see Hauser et
al., 1997).

These scientific efforts have been quite successful in pushing the
field forward by taking advantage of existing data sources.  However,
these efforts have uncovered substantial holes in existing models, in avail-
able measures of key constructs, and in the contents of longitudinal and
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cross-sectional surveys.  Thus, future research is needed to operationally
define indicators of well-being and of safety and security as necessary for
assessing and monitoring well-being among youth, including their per-
ceptions of health and well-being.  New measurement tools and method-
ologies that can be used to collect these data are also likely to be needed.
Once developed, further work will be needed to integrate these new indi-
cators into the evaluations of interventions intended to promote positive
developmental outcomes among youth, and into data systems intended
to monitor national, state, and local-level trends in the health and well-
being of adolescents.

PROGRAMS FOR INTERVENTION
AND YOUTH DEVELOPMENT

In seeking to explain variations in adolescent development, researchers
have focused traditionally on personal characteristics, family relationships,
and friendships.  Such lines of inquiry suggest that these factors interact
across multiple dimensions to influence youth outcomes.  Different theo-
ries have emerged over the past decade that provide frameworks to guide
research and youth service programs, especially in meeting the needs of
disadvantaged youth (National Research Council, 1993).  Some of these
efforts emphasize the role of the individual in terms of biological and psy-
chological interactions that shape youth identity and decision-making pro-
cesses during adolescence.  Others focus on family or peer interactions and
the ways in which adolescents negotiate greater autonomy while still need-
ing support during their teenage years.

As discussed in this report, researchers have increasingly focused on the
social settings in which youth develop.  This has prompted new research
inquiry designed to explore how individual, family, and peer relationships
and outcomes are influenced by factors such as physical environment, eco-
nomic opportunity structures, and ethnic and social networks, especially in
urban areas characterized by concentrated poverty (see Duncan and Brooks-
Gunn, 1997).  Scholars are also investigating relationships between types
and density of social interactions, youth perceptions of positive and nega-
tive influences within their social and physical environments, and ways in
which these relationships and perceptions are associated with the emer-
gence of problem behaviors within communities (such as crime, gangs,
substance abuse, child maltreatment, and unintended teen pregnancy).
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Longitudinal studies and other research now suggest that complex social
support interactions occur (or not) as a result of a mix of physical and social
factors in community settings that affect youth’s perception of their own
strengths and deficits, family life, and choice of friends and role models
(Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1995).

This research on settings suggests that certain implicit social norms,
behaviors, resources, and networks in affluent or higher resource settings
that are often taken for granted (such as good schools; recreational and
sports programs; safe homes and social centers; private health care; atti-
tudes toward the value of work, education, community service, and
parenting; and beliefs about future career and employment opportunities)
constitute positive assets that have profound impact on the ways in which
youth prepare themselves for their adult lives.  Conversely, the absence of
these assets creates significant gaps in the social support and opportunity
structure for youth as they experience important transitions in becoming
adults.

In addition, the presence of individuals and groups who represent
sources of danger, insecurity, and deviant role models can diminish youth’s
motivation in preparing for productive and meaningful relationships and
create cynicism about their opportunities to achieve participatory member-
ship in society.  Conversely, the presence of individuals who serve as posi-
tive role models may give youth a sense of optimism and the belief in future
opportunities, as well as discourage them from engaging in risk behaviors.
These attitudes and beliefs—whether they are pessimistic or optimistic—
influence the types of choices and behaviors that young people acquire
during their developmental years.

The influence of settings is also likely to be mediated by the child’s
mind, i.e., by the child’s interpretation and perception of his or her experi-
ences within these settings.  For this reason, changing the institutions—
neighborhoods and schools—without attending to the adolescent’s con-
struction and interpretation of those changes will not have the intended
effects on most children.

Scholars from multiple disciplines are presently engaged in developing
theory and indicators that relate to the relations between social settings and
youth development.  Experimental program initiatives are under way to
improve teenagers’ engagement and involvement with their communities
and use of available resources and supports.  Unfortunately, researchers
often lack the opportunity to interact and work with those who are respon-
sible for designing and implementing youth development programs.  Re-
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search evaluations of program interventions and their outcomes, in par-
ticular, reflect the absence of a shared vision about the overall mission of
youth development initiatives and the capacity of a program to achieve
ambitious, long-term goals.

Public and private agencies are now increasingly experimenting with a
wide array of youth development interventions that are designed to foster
social support for youth by two approaches: (1) strengthening the ability of
youth to interact successfully with community resources and networks, and
(2) improving the capacity of community programs and services to engage
youth in their efforts.  Such efforts include mentorship programs (such as
Big Brothers/Big Sisters); school-based community service efforts (such as
volunteer programs); school-to-work transition programs (such as
YouthBuild); teen pregnancy, substance abuse, or violence prevention pro-
grams; and others (see Dryfoos, 1998).  Significantly, rather than focus on
the deficits of today’s youth (such as delinquency, drug use, teenage preg-
nancy, and violence), many of these programs focus on the resilience of
youth and reconfiguring assets within the community in an effort to pro-
mote positive youth developmental outcomes (Blum, 1998).

Although some approaches appear to be promising because of their
ability to sustain broad youth-adult relationships, no single approach is yet
strong enough to provide general guidance for the field.  As a result, pro-
gram sponsors, service providers, and researchers are examining the reason-
ing behind different interventions and the outcome measures associated
with their use.  Program participants are also keenly interested in knowing
how the impacts of broader types of youth development initiatives compare
with other, more narrowly focused problem prevention interventions such
as teen pregnancy, substance abuse, and violence prevention efforts.

Community-based youth programs can provide enriching and reward-
ing experiences for young adolescents, and many do: their young members
socialize with their peers and adults and learn to set and achieve goals,
compete fairly, win gracefully, recover from defeat, and resolve disputes
peaceably.  These programs also provide children and adolescents with the
opportunity to acquire life skills—i.e., the ability to communicate effec-
tively, make decisions, solve problems, make plans, and set goals for educa-
tion and careers.

Considerable work is needed to inform the design, implementation,
and evaluation of programs targeted to youth.  Clearly, no single program
approach will be appropriate for all adolescents: one size does not fit all.
The challenge therefore becomes one of designing a range of intervention
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strategies that are comprehensive and interdisciplinary in nature, that are
developmentally appropriate and culturally relevant, and that take advan-
tage of the many settings or environments in which children and adoles-
cents grow and develop—e.g., the home, schools, communities, social ser-
vices, the media, and the business or corporate sector.  Other questions will
also need to be addressed.  For example, what are programs really trying to
accomplish and how can they be designed to accomplish these goals? Con-
ceptually, how are such constructs as safety, security, and well-being de-
fined, and can programs be designed to accomplish this?  What are appro-
priate outcomes and what are the strengths and limitations of existing data
sources and data collection instruments?  How do we move beyond evalu-
ating programs by measuring the presence or absence of problem behav-
iors, to measuring the presence or absence of positive developmental out-
comes and well-being?  How can evaluations look at both short-term or
interim effects and long-term outcomes? What is known about the youth
who access after-school and community services and those who do not?
What are the implications if those who are most vulnerable or in greatest
need do not choose to take advantage of these services? Are certainly types
of programs more or less effective with specific segments of the population?

Finally, the field needs to consider what are appropriate expectations
for these programs in term of individual-level outcomes.  For example, it is
clearly unrealistic to think that a single three-month community-based af-
ter-school program will have such a profound impact that it will overcome
competing deficits or problems, such as a dysfunctional home; overcrowded
schools with few resources and poorly trained teachers; and impoverished
and disorganized communities with few social services.

DEVELOPMENTALLY APPROPRIATE
HEALTH CARE SERVICES

During the past decade, the health status of adolescents and young
adults has been the subject of growing concern among policy makers, re-
searchers, clinicians, and advocates interested in youth issues and adoles-
cent health.  Poor health outcomes caused by health-damaging behaviors,
compounded by inadequate use of available health resources, have led to a
number of national efforts to study the special health, social, economic,
and legal needs of adolescents.  An unprecedented number of books exam-
ining the health and well-being of youth, as well as a host of federal, state,
and foundation reports, has offered an overwhelming array of recommen-
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dations for addressing the spectrum of problems experienced by adoles-
cents (Brindis et al., 1998).

The teenage years provide an important window of opportunity to
provide youth with guidance and support to avoid behaviors that involve
risk and to encourage a healthful lifestyle, including but not limited to
exercise, a healthful diet, and healthful sleep patterns.  Health care provid-
ers can play an important role in this respect. Unfortunately, there are a
number of barriers that prevent adolescents from accessing and utilizing
primary health, preventive, and specialty services.  Barriers to adolescents
receiving care include lack of experience in negotiating complex medical
systems; reticence in seeking care for potentially embarrassing needs, such
as reproductive or mental health concerns; concern about confidentiality
and parental consent laws; fragmented care; and distance from medical
facilities.  However, access to health services, especially for ambulatory care,
depends in large part on the ability to pay for services, and adolescents and
young adults are less likely to have health insurance than other age groups
(Newacheck et al., 1990).  Moreover, adolescents who lack health insur-
ance have been found to be in poorer health than those who do have ad-
equate insurance.  Clearly efforts are needed to address these barriers and to
increase teenagers’ access to and use of needed health care and preventive
services.

Teenagers with a chronic illness or disability are a segment of the ado-
lescent population that warrants special attention.  These youth are defined
as having a chronic condition that results in limitations in daily activities
that require ongoing services to maintain or enhance daily life function.  It
is estimated that nearly 2 million adolescents (6 percent) ages 10 to 18 have
a chronic condition that limits their daily activities.  Within this 6 percent
of the adolescent population, the major physical disabilities include chronic
respiratory conditions (21 percent) and diseases of the musculoskeletal sys-
tem (15 percent).  Youth with disabilities make greater use of health and
hospital services than the rest of the adolescent population.

In many respects, there has been insufficient attention to the needs of
children and adolescents with chronic debilitating conditions and with dis-
abilities, and there are a number of very important policy-related questions
that can and should be informed by research and analysis of available data.
For example, there is considerable debate among policy makers, health care
providers, and families with a disabled child about current definitions of
disability and criteria or tools for determining disability.  Other questions
relate to the provision of care, such as what are the patterns of providing
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care for children with disabilities?  What are the effective ways of providing
care?  How accessible are they?  How are existing health insurance and
managed care plans covering these services? How are other forms of cover-
age, such as Medicaid and the new State Children’s Health Insurance Pro-
gram, covering these children? What care is provided by families at reason-
able levels of cost and burden?  What are appropriate standards for the
duration of benefits, such as the factors that can predict the long-term
prognosis of children and adolescents with disabilities?  What are effective
ways to advance such children toward economic independence? What are
appropriate incentives to encourage children to develop to their full poten-
tial? All of these questions must be addressed in order to help these young
people grow and develop to their full potential.

THE MEDIA AND ADVANCES IN TECHNOLOGY

Adolescents today have greater access to more kinds of media and tech-
nology than ever before.  In the midst of a world-wide communications
explosion, with relatively recent advances in computer and telecommuni-
cations technology, adolescents are spending considerable amounts of time
online.  Indeed, recent advances in media and computer technology, in-
cluding satellite transmission, remote control, the video cassette recorder,
computers, and the Internet, have exponentially expanded the number and
kinds of media, and have given teens more control over when and where
they use them.  Advances in various forms of media and computer technol-
ogy, including the Internet, has changed the ways in which children and
adolescents access information in both their home and their classrooms.
Many teenagers now actively communicate through electronic mail with
their peers around the world.  They share ideas, interests, opinions, and
beliefs regarding a wide range of issues and current events.  There is also
evidence that teenagers are becoming more interested in civic engagement
through the Internet, but defined on their terms.  However, it is clear that
all children and adolescents do not have equal access to these technologies,
and it is not clear what the long-term implications will be of these inequi-
ties.

Children and adolescents are likely to benefit greatly from the wealth
of information and educational materials available on the Internet, as well
as valuable skills that are likely to ensure their competitiveness in the
workforce.  There is also growing concern about children and adolescents’
access to information and material that are developmentally inappropriate
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and even potentially harmful.  As a result, there has been a growing interest
on behalf of the public and policy makers to identify the range of tools and
strategies that can be used to ensure children’s safe and appropriate use of
the Internet.

The Internet and future technologies will no doubt continue to play
an important role in the lives of teenagers worldwide. Research is therefore
needed to characterize how children and adolescents use the Internet and
what are their experiences with it; what technological and nontechnological
tools might be used by parents, educators, librarians, local communities,
and state and federal policy makers to ensure children’s safe and appropriate
use of the Internet; ensure that the Internet is used to its full potential—
i.e., to enhance learning opportunities and promote the healthy develop-
ment of children and adolescents.  Finally, research is needed to explore
how the various forms of the media and social marketing strategies can be
used to encourage or reinforce health-promoting behaviors among adoles-
cents.

ROLE OF THE FORUM

The forum undertook this report to inform its future work.  From the
body of research considered for this synthesis, we were impressed by how
much is now known about adolescent development, as well as overwhelmed
by how much is still unknown about how to ensure the safety, security, and
well-being of adolescents.  The task for us—and all those in research, policy,
and practice—is to extract from this report the most fruitful avenues for
the next steps.
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Adolescent Behavior and Health (1978) summarizes the deliberations of a
conference convened to examine the formation of health-relevant behavior
during early adolescence.

Adolescent Decision Making: Implications for Prevention Programs (1999)
summarizes the presentations and discussions of a workshop examining the
current knowledge base regarding adolescent decision making, and the im-
plications of this research with respect to their involvement in risk behav-
iors and the design of prevention interventions.

Adolescent Development and the Biology of Puberty: Summary of a Workshop
on New Research (1999) summarizes presentations and discussions of a
workshop convened to examine new research on adolescent development
and the biology of puberty.

AIDS and Behavior: An Integrated Approach (1994) describes what investi-
gators in the biobehavioral, psychological, and social sciences have discov-
ered about the behavioral and mental health aspects of HIV infection and
AIDS, and offers recommendations for research directions and priorities.

Alcoholism, Alcohol Abuse and Related Problems (1980) reviews the research
field and assesses the scientific opportunities in particular areas: medical
and psychological etiologies and consequences of alcohol abuse and alco-
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holism, the pathogenicity of alcohol, the relation of alcohol use and abuse
to other major medical disorders, the development of diagnostic proce-
dures and techniques, and the applicability of research methodologies to
the development and assessment of treatment and prevention techniques.

America’s Fathers and Public Policy (1994) summarizes the comments of
participants at a workshop that addressed issues related to fathers under
stress, including child support, teenage fathers, fathers of disabled children,
and inner-city poor fathers, and presents selected research findings on these
topics.

America’s Children: Health Insurance and Access to Care (1998) provides an
overview of key issues in the organization, delivery, and financing of health
care for children, including evaluating empirical evidence about the rela-
tionship between health insurance and access to care and identifying key
trends in insurance coverage and the delivery of care for uninsured chil-
dren.

Assessing the Social and Behavioral Science Base for HIV/AIDS Prevention and
Intervention (1995), a paper originally presented at an IOM workshop on
the social and behavioral science base for HIV/AIDS prevention and inter-
vention, describes a practical integrative theory on how to coordinate ef-
forts to halt the spread of HIV/AIDS and discover knowledge gaps.

Bereavement:  Reactions, Consequences, and Care (1984) examines the fac-
tors that affect the bereavement process and its impact on general and men-
tal health.  It covers emotional reactions and health consequences of be-
reavement, biological and social science perspectives on its effects, and
various approaches to assisting bereaved people.  The book includes a chap-
ter on bereavement in children and adolescents.

The Best Intentions: Unintended Pregnancy and the Well-Being of Children
and Families (1995) offers a timely exploration of family planning issues,
including information on pregnancy rates and trends, the effectiveness of
pregnancy prevention programs, the health and social consequences of un-
intended pregnancies, and the factors that shape decisions about sex, con-
traception, and pregnancy.

Broadening the Base of Treatment for Alcohol Problems (1990) reviews re-
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search and experience on alternative approaches and mechanisms for alco-
holism and alcohol abuse treatment and rehabilitative services; assesses evi-
dence on comparative costs, quality, effectiveness, and appropriateness of
such services; reviews the state of financing alternatives available to the
public; and makes recommendations for policies and programs of research,
planning, administration, and reimbursement for treatment.

Development During Middle Childhood:  The Years from Six to Twelve (1984)
identifies significant aspects of social, emotional, cognitive, and physical
development during the early elementary years, reviews the status of rel-
evant basic research, highlights theoretical and methodological issues, and
makes recommendations for future research.

Dispelling the Myths About Addiction: Strategies to Increase Understanding
and Strengthen Research (1997) identifies and addresses barriers to public
understanding of addiction, including those that present obstacles for at-
tracting and sustaining talented investigators and other health professionals
who wish to pursue careers in addiction research.

Education and Learning to Think (1987) addresses the question of what
schools in America can do to more effectively teach what have come to be
called “high-order skills.”  It draws conclusions about what are high-order
skills, whether high-order thinking can be directly taught, and how instruc-
tion in higher-order thinking should be organized.

Emergency Medical Services for Children (1993) explores why emergency
care for children, from infants through adolescents, must differ from that
for adults and describes what seriously ill or injured children generally ex-
perience in today’s systems.  It makes a range of recommendations, from
ensuring access through the 911 system to enhancing data resources and
expanding research efforts.

From Generation to Generation: The Health and Well-Being of Children in
Immigrant Families (1998) focuses on the fastest growing segment of the
U.S. population:  immigrant children and youth.  It discusses the many
factors—family size, fluency in English, parent employment, acculturation,
delivery of health and social services, and public policies—that shape the
outlook for the lives of these children, and makes recommendations for
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improved research and data collection designed to advance knowledge and,
as a result, the visibility of these children in current policy debates.

Growing Up Tobacco Free: Preventing Nicotine Addiction in Children and
Youth (1994) addresses the troubling issues surrounding youth and tobacco
use, including explaining nicotine’s effects and the process of addiction,
documenting the search for an effective approach to preventing smoking,
summarizing the results of recent initiatives to limit or control access and
use of tobacco, and examining the controversial area of tobacco advertising.

Health and Behavior:  Frontiers of Research in Biobehavioral Sciences (1982)
briefly describes many promising directions in basic, applied, and clinical
sciences that contribute to an understanding of human behavior.  Coverage
is broad but not exhaustive and includes a discussion of prevention efforts
for adolescents related to smoking, alcohol use, marijuana use, sexual activ-
ity, diet and exercise, schooling, and delinquency.

The Hidden Epidemic: Confronting Sexually Transmitted Diseases (1997) ex-
amines the epidemiological dimensions of STDs in the United States and
the factors that contribute to the epidemic; assesses the effectiveness of
current public health strategies and programs to prevent and control STDs;
and provides direction for future public health programs, policy, and re-
search in STD prevention and control.

Homelessness, Health, and Human Needs (1988) is a study of the delivery of
inpatient and outpatient health services to homeless people.  Taking a broad
view of health care and of needs for health-care-related services, including
nutrition, mental health, alcohol and drug abuse problems, and dental care,
it treats adolescents as a particularly vulnerable subgroup of the homeless
population.

Improving Health in the Community: A Role for Performance Monitoring
(1997) summarizes the work of a two-year study intended to examine the
use of performance monitoring and develop sets of indicators that commu-
nities could use to promote the achievement of public health goals.

Improving Schooling for Language-Minority Children (1997) is a compre-
hensive review and synthesis of research on the education of limited-En-
glish-proficient and bilingual students.  The book reviews a broad range of
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studies—from basic ones on language, literacy, and learning to others in
educational settings.  It proposes a research agenda that responds to issues
of policy and practice while maintaining scientific integrity.

In Her Lifetime: Female Morbidity and Mortality in Sub-Saharan Africa
(1996) provides a solid documentary base that can be used to develop an
agenda to guide research and health policy formulation on female health—
both for Sub-Saharan Africa and for other regions of the developing world.
It covers such topics as demographics, nutritional status, obstetric morbid-
ity and mortality, mental health problems, and sexually transmitted dis-
eases, including HIV.

In Her Own Right: The Institute of Medicine’s Guide to Women’s Health Issues
(1997) synthesizes the IOM’s views on fast-moving developments in medi-
cine in an overview of women’s health across the life span, highlighting
what is known about the health differences between men and woman and
the mysteries that remain to be solved.

Inner-City Poverty in the United States (1990) documents the continuing
growth of concentrated poverty in central cities and examines what is
known about its causes and effects.

Integrating Federal Statistics on Children: Report of a Workshop (1995) sum-
marizes a meeting held to examine the adequacy of federal statistics on
children and families against a framework of key developmental transition
points in the lives of children and adolescents.

Losing Generations: Adolescents in High-Risk Settings (1993) explores the set-
tings in which American youths are expected to mature into responsible
adulthood, including families, schools, and communities, and illuminates
the challenging policy issues that decision makers face in this realm.

Neither Angels Nor Thieves: Studies in Deinstitutionalization of Status Of-
fenders (1982) examines what happened to youth who committed status
offenses (e.g., truants, runaways, incorrigibles) in the aftermath of the 1974
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act.  The legislation man-
dated the removal of these youth from secure confinement, prohibited their
subsequent incarceration, and called for the development of alternative
types of community-based programs and services. The report includes
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analyses of state and federal program based on field work in 7 states and 14
local areas.

The New Americans: Economic, Demographic, and Fiscal Effects of Immigra-
tion (1997) sheds light on one of the most controversial issues of the de-
cade, identifying the economic gains and losses from immigration for the
country, states, and localities, and providing a foundation for public discus-
sion and policy making.

New Findings on Poverty and Child Health and Nutrition (1998) summa-
rizes a workshop at which researchers presented recent findings in the areas
of poverty, child health, and nutrition, highlighting key findings relevant to
the contemporary debate about welfare and health care policy for the poor,
and examining priorities for future research that will yield insights into the
effects of welfare reform.  The report also features a discussion of state and
local officials’ data and research needs, and examples of new child health
interventions and projects monitoring the effects of welfare reform.

New Findings on Welfare and Children’s Development: Summary of a Research
Briefing (1994) presents research on how children and youth are affected by
growing up in families that receive welfare benefits.

Pathways of Addiction: Opportunities in Drug Abuse Research (1996) pro-
vides a national research agenda designed to yield the greatest benefit from
limited resources.  The book covers the epidemiology and etiology of drug
abuse and discusses several of its most troubling health and social conse-
quences, including HIV, violence, and harm to children, as well as the
efficacy of preventive interventions and treatments.

Paying Attention to Children in a Changing Health Care System (1996) sum-
marizes five workshops convened between 1991 and 1994 to explore vari-
ous aspects of maternal and child health care in an era of health system
change.

Preventing Drug Abuse: What Do We Know? (1993) provides a comprehen-
sive overview of what is known about drug abuse prevention and its effec-
tiveness, including results of a range of antidrug efforts; a profile of the
drug problem, including a look at drug use by different population groups;
an exploration of three schools of prevention theory; a view of the role and
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effectiveness of mass media in preventing drug use; and an examination of
promising prevention techniques.

Protecting Youth at Work: Health, Safety, and Development of Working Chil-
dren and Adolescents in the United States (1999) assesses what is known
about work done in the United States by children and adolescents and the
effects of that work on their physical and emotional health and social func-
tioning.  It presents a wide range of data and analysis on the scope of youth
employment, factors that put children and adolescents at risk in the work-
place, and the positive and negative effects of employment, including data
on educational attainment and lifestyle choices.

Reducing Risks for Mental Disorders: Frontiers for Preventive Intervention Re-
search (1994) reviews advances in understanding of how to reduce risk fac-
tors for mental disorders in the context of current research, and provides a
targeted definition of prevention and a conceptual framework that empha-
sizes risk reduction.  The report includes a focused research agenda with
recommendations on how to develop effective intervention programs, cre-
ate a cadre of prevention researchers, and improve coordination among
government agencies and private foundations.

Reproductive Health in Developing Countries:  Expanding Dimensions, Build-
ing Solutions (1997) assesses the magnitude and severity of reproductive
health problems in developing countries, examines the likely costs and ef-
fectiveness of interventions to improve reproductive health, and recom-
mends priorities for programs, research, and data collection.

Research on Children and Adolescents with Mental, Behavioral, and Develop-
mental Disorders (1989) examines the status of research on emotional, be-
havioral, and developmental mental disorders in children and adolescents.
It documents the progress being made in understanding, preventing, and
treating such disorders, highlights some of the many promising opportuni-
ties for future research, and delineates critical resource requirements for
advancing the field.

Research on Mental Illness and Addictive Disorders: Progress and Prospects
(1984) summarizes progress in understanding, preventing, and treating
mental and addictive disorders (including depression and mania, schizo-
phrenia, anxiety and phobias, drug abuse, alcoholism, personality disor-
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ders, severe mental disorders of childhood and old age, and the problems of
chronic mental illness), and highlights promising directions for further ad-
vances.

Risking the Future:  Adolescent Sexuality, Pregnancy, and Childbearing (1987)
examines data on trends in teenage sexuality and fertility behavior, reviews
and synthesizes research on the antecedents and consequences of early preg-
nancy and childbearing, and reviews alternative preventive and ameliora-
tive policies and programs. It includes discussion of priorities for data col-
lection and research.

Schools and Health: Our Nation’s Investment (1997), the report of an IOM
committee charged with studying K-12 comprehensive school health pro-
grams, provides a framework for determining desirable and feasible health
outcomes of such programs, examines the relationship between health and
education outcomes, considers factors necessary to optimize these out-
comes, appraises data on effectiveness, and recommends ways to imple-
ment effective school-based health programs.

Sleeping Pills, Insomnia, and Medical Practice (1979) reviews both clinical
issues and public health problems associated with the prescribing of sleep-
ing pills (hypnotics) containing secobarbital, pentobarbital, and amobar-
bital.  The report includes a discussion of suicide and accidental overdose,
traffic safety, and nonmedical use related to these drugs.

Social Dynamics of Adolescent Fertility in Sub-Saharan Africa (1993) is one
of a series of reports on the population dynamics of Sub-Saharan Africa.
This report describes the changing social context within which adolescents
are having children in Sub-Saharan Africa, and the effects of these changing
circumstances on the benefits and risks of early childbearing.

Social Marketing to Adolescent and Minority Populations: Workshop Summary
(1995) summarizes ideas about the use and effectiveness of social market-
ing in communicating health promotion and disease prevention informa-
tion to adolescent and minority populations, summarizes the limited evalu-
ative information available on social marketing to these populations, and
suggests questions for future research.

Systems of Accountability: Implementing Children’s Health Insurance Programs
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(1998) addresses practical concerns about the implementation and evalua-
tion of the State Children’s Health Insurance Program, and presents recom-
mendations about accountability for measuring the program’s impact.

Taking Action to Reduce Tobacco Use (1998) addresses tobacco control in
terms of price increases, federal regulation, state and local tobacco control
programs, performance monitoring, cessation programs, research, and in-
ternational health impacts.

Transitions in Work and Learning: Implications for Assessment (1997) pro-
vides a conceptual framework and empirical base necessary for inquiry into
the pressing issues surrounding transitions into and between learning and
work environments.

Treating Drug Problems: A Study of the Evolution, Effectiveness, and Financ-
ing of Public and Private Drug Treatment Systems (1990) discusses the his-
tory of ideas governing drug policy, the nature and extent of the need for
treatment, the goals and effectiveness of treatment, the need for research on
treatment methods and services, the costs and organization of the two-
tiered national treatment system, the scope and organizing principles of
public and private coverage, and provides recommendations tailored to each
kind of coverage.

2020 Vision: Health in the 21st Century (1996), published on the 25th
anniversary of the Institute of Medicine, explores the challenges of the com-
ing 25 years with an eye to the forces that will affect Americans’ lives,
health, and health care system.

Understanding Child Abuse and Neglect (1993) includes a comprehensive
overview of definitions and the scope of child maltreatment, an examina-
tion of research on the causes, consequences, treatment, and prevention of
child abuse and neglect, and a discussion of the human and other resources
needed to move research in this area forward.

Understanding Risk:  Informing Decisions in a Democratic Society (1996)
addresses a central dilemma of coping with risk in a democracy:  detailed
scientific and technical information is essential for making decisions, but
the people who make and live with those decisions are not scientists.  It
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argues that making risks understandable to the public involves much more
than just translating scientific information.

Understanding Violence against Women (1996) is a comprehensive overview
of current knowledge in the area of violence against women and identifies
four areas with the greatest potential for increasing understanding of do-
mestic violence and rape:  (1) what interventions are designed to do; (2)
factors that put people at risk of violence and that precipitate violence; (3)
the scope of domestic violence and sexual assault in America and its conse-
quences to individuals, families, and society; and (4) how to structure the
study of violence to yield more useful knowledge.

Urban Change and Poverty (1988) describes the uncertainties facing cities
and their economies and populations, identifies the urban policy issues
facing state, local, and federal policy makers, and assesses possible policy
responses at each level of the intergovernmental system.  It includes back-
ground papers on a set of specific issues.

Violence and the American Family (1994) summarizes discussions from a
workshop held to identify key issues to be addressed in responding to the
problem of family violence, determine the state of research in the field, and
consider the nexus between research and policy initiatives.

Violence in Families: Assessing Prevention and Treatment Programs (1998)
provides a comprehensive review of the successes and failures of family
violence interventions; offers recommendations to guide services, programs,
policy, and research; and outlines new strategies for researcher-practitioner
collaboration that can improve the design and evaluation of prevention and
treatment services; the report also features an analysis of 114 evaluation
studies on the outcomes of different kinds of programs and services.

Violence in Urban America: Mobilizing a Response (1994) summarizes a con-
ference convened to communicate the information contained in several
reports on violence and, in combination with experience from practice, to
identify new approaches to and interventions against various manifesta-
tions of violence.

Volunteers in Public Schools (1990) is an overview of volunteer activity in
U.S. public schools—how volunteers are being used, what factors make
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programs successful, what further research will enhance the ability to create
effective programs, and what directions national policy should take.  It
includes reports of site visits to 13 “exemplary” programs.

Youth Development and Neighborhood Influences: Challenges and Opportuni-
ties (1996) reports on a workshop that focused on what is known about
environmental influences that interact with youth characteristics, family
factors, and peer influences to foster or inhibit successful outcomes for
adolescents; the report describes processes for community and family inter-
actions during periods of adolescent development, reviews the literature on
social settings and youth development, and touches on selected commu-
nity youth service programs.
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Other Reports from the Board on
Children, Youth, and Families

Adolescent Development and the Biology of Puberty: Summary of a Workshop
on New Research (1999)

Adolescent Decision Making: Implications for Prevention Programs: Summary
of a Workshop (1999)

Protecting Youth at Work: Health, Safety, and Development of Working Chil-
dren and Adolescents in the United States (1998)

America’s Children: Health Insurance and Access to Care (with the IOM Divi-
sion of Health Care Services) (1998)

Systems of Accountability: Implementing Children’s Health Insurance Programs
(with the IOM Division of Health Care Services) (1998)

Longitudinal Surveys of Children: Report of a Workshop (with the NRC Com-
mittee on National Statistics) (1998)

From Generation to Generation: The Health and Well-Being of Children in
Immigrant Families (1998)

New Findings on Poverty and Child Health and Nutrition: Summary of a
Research Briefing (1998)
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Violence in Families: Assessing Treatment and Prevention Programs, 1998

Welfare, the Family, and Reproductive Behavior: Report of a Meeting (with the
NRC Committee on Population) (1998)

Educating Language-Minority Children (1998)

Improving Schooling for Language-Minority Children: A Research Agenda
(1997)

New Findings on Welfare and Children’s Development: Summary of a Research
Briefing (1997)

Youth Development and Neighborhood Influences: Challenges and Opportuni-
ties: Summary of a Workshop (1996)

Paying Attention to Children in a Changing Health Care System: Summaries
of Workshops (1996)

Integrating Federal Statistics on Children (with the NRC Committee on Na-
tional Statistics) (1995)
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