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Introduction 

What is óadolescenceô?  

This is a question we put to 28 

teenagers aged 14 to 18 this summer. 

On the 28th of June 2018, a group of 

teenagers and researchers came 

together at a workshop at UCL to 

share their views and opinions 

about what adolescence means to 

them.  

Adolescence is commonly viewed as a 

time of pivotal development, when 

individuals go through a number of 

important physical and social 

transitions. But adolescence as a life 

stage can also be ambiguous and 

unclear, which has led to academic 

debate around the meaning of 

adolescence. Some have suggested 

that óadolescenceô should span the 

ages of 10 to 24,1 coinciding with the 

physical, behavioural, and social 

changes that happen to us during this 

time. But social scientists have also 

shown ï mainly through cross-cultural 

comparisons ï that the cut-off point 

between childhood and adulthood is 

not always so easily defined by age.2  

Although this interest in defining and 

understanding adolescence has 

                                                
1 Sawyer, S. M. et al. (2018) óThe age of adolescence,ô in 
The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health, 2 (3). 
2 Schlegel, A. & Barry, H. (1991) Adolescence: An 
anthropological inquiry. New York, NY, US: Free Press. 

existed for decades3, very rarely have 

adolescents themselves been included 

in these debates. So, we set out to 

address this gap by asking teenagers 
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Meanings of 
óAdolescenceô 
 

What does óadolescenceô mean for 

teenagers in England? We explored 

the concept of adolescence in small 

groups, by building a ñtimeline of 

childhood to adulthoodò and 

discussing key events based on 

individual experiences.  

 

Adolescence and the ófreedom 

to growô 

 

Young people talked about 

adolescence as a time of increasing 

freedom and independence: travelling 

by yourself, getting a smartphone, 

having keys to the house, and joining 

social media were some of the things 

that young people considered positive  

 

 

 

changes when reflecting on 

adolescence as a life stage. One group 

talked about ñchoosing your GCSEsò as 

a significant event where you begin 

making your own decisions about the 

future, which goes on to shape your 

adulthood. 

 

 

Snippet of a group’s timeline activity. 

Key findings: Teens at the workshop saidé 

 Adolescence is a phase of growth and freedom, but also increased responsibility. 

 Adolescence can be an awkward time, somewhere between childhood and adulthood- 

which can lead to uncertainties and anxiety.  

 Educational progress is an important marker for life transitions ï from primary school 

(childhood), into secondary school (adolescence), into higher education (young adult). 

Financial independence was the ultimate marker of adulthood. 

 As a term, óyoung peopleô is too vague ï óteensô or óadolescentsô are better 

expressions.   
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Communicating 

Adolescence 

Teenagers in our workshop came up 

with a range of ideas on how to 

communicate research about 

adolescence. They agreed that there 

is a need for research findings to be 

communicated to both young and older 

people. Engaging adults in 

conversations about younger peopleôs 

experiences was seen as helpful to 

fight stereotypes of teens being lazy or 

selfish.  

Social media naturally came up as one 

of the preferred ways of accessing 

information, with Snapchat and Twitter 

on top of the list. Participants also 

expressed preference for infographics:  

ñWe donôt want walls of text!ò 
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We also explored if the words used 

by researchers to categorise life 

stages and adolescence were 

meaningful for teenagers. 
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