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Introduction

Ọláyínká Àkànle

There is no other time in human history that this book is relevant than now 
and into the future. This book is very important in aiding reliable and useful 
understanding of youth exclusion across the world. Relying strategically on real 
issues and experiences across many countries and issues, this book adds to exist-
ing body of knowledge on the realities of youths as they struggle to survive in 
contexts of the current systemic societal quagmire prevalent across the world. 
From poor to rich countries, common experiences of the youths suggest diffi-
cult livelihoods driven by widespread exclusion and dis/empowerment. This book 
therefore intentionally and carefully examines the ramifications and trajectories 
of youth exclusion across many social systems to x-ray the scenarios common 
across contexts through objective case studies and global outlooks. This book is 
practical, pragmatic, scientific and objective yet subjective to sufficiently capture 
important angles and nuances of the exclusionary and empowerment situations 
of the youths in spaces and times.

This book is not emptily theoretical and academic. It is both scholarly and 
pragmatic in manners that are useful for policy and practice. Issues of youth 
exclusion and empowerment are complex, dynamic, multidimensional, deep-
rooted, complicated and formidable. With these in mind, authors in the book 
adopt a tool kit approach and problem-solving strategies by not only throwing up 
and engaging the problems but by also providing legitimate and workable solu-
tions. All authors relied on a mix of secondary data, primary data and autoeth-
nography. The methodological triangulation strengthens this book and makes it 
very strong as a major relevant addition to knowledge. This book is inter/trans/
multidisciplinary in orientation and approach. Contributors are from diverse 
background and countries, and every author contributed something new and 
innovative in preparing this book. Readers of this book will certainly find this 
very interesting and relevant to their works and practices. This book is empirical, 
theoretical, philosophical, historical, scholarly and policy oriented. While this 
book is specific and contextual, it is also global so as to be relevant to everyone 
interested in the current realities in which youths exist across the world.

All authors in this book are scholars and stakeholders in youth studies and 
practices. They are all motivated by passion and desire to make change, thus 
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2     Ọláyínká Àkànle

their contributions to this book. All authors were very committed throughout 
the process of writing this book, and they decidedly contributed because they 
all realized the youths need this scholarly and practice epistemic intervention –  
this book – for their exclusion to be addressed and better understood globally. 
Serious work, painstaking commitments and preparations went into writing 
this book. This book is a very important intervention in a very big problem of 
youth exclusion. This book has emancipating and liberating objectives to deliver 
the youths from global exclusion and entrapment. Issues covered include global 
contextualization and operationalization of youths, youth exclusion and empow-
erment, historicization, cultural backgrounding and engagement, migration, dig-
ital exclusion, riots and violence, identity, health, integration, social media and 
human rights, among others.

This book has wide application and appeal. It will be useful across many set-
tings and over many years. Issues addressed in this book crosscut with many other 
issues and are addressed in manners that give this book cutting-edge advantages 
on the subject of interest – youth exclusion and empowerment. Development 
partners, governments, practitioners and scholars interested in youths’ develop-
ment, exclusion, inclusion and empowerment will find this book very important 
and useful. The contributors to this book are well appreciated for seeing this 
book to publication. All the contributors were very intentional in writing this 
book knowing fully well this book is to drive change in the right direction for sus-
tainable youth and global development and inclusion. The whole world needs this 
book even as the world struggles with myriads of development challenges includ-
ing youth exclusion and sustainable development. It is certain that everyone that 
reads this book will find it very interesting and useful. We strongly recommend 
this book for you, and we wish you a fantastic time of reading and experience.



Chapter One

Youths in Global Context: The Anatomy  
of Exclusion and Processes
Ọláyínká Àkànle, Ewajesu Opeyemi Okewumi and  
Demilade Ifeoluwa Kayode

Introduction
“Youth are the leaders and hope of tomorrow” is a common old phrase in the 
mouth of almost every citizen of any country. It is often used as an assurance 
by the old and a reassurance for the youth to believe that one day, they will get 
the opportunity to develop the nation and make it better. However, no one really 
knows when tomorrow is and neither has it come. This phrase of hope now sounds 
like a broken record. Nations are of the opinion that youths carry the prowess, 
intellect, exposure and agility to ensure that a nation’s wealth does not crumble, 
yet global situations and facts have shown that the youths are not well represented 
and not on a par with the adults in various facets of life.

The conceptualization and measurement of youth is complex and vague, 
but by mere looking at their composure and line of thought, it becomes easier 
to identify who the youths are. It becomes complex when one needs to analyse 
the components, issues and anatomical description of youths, especially when a 
holistic approach is needed. Taking a holistic approach to understand youth or 
youthhood requires researchers, writers and readers to inquire about the concept 
from a global perspective that is not Eurocentric about the social anatomy of 
youth. In studies, different societies and countries define youth differently, based 
on their unique social characteristics and attributes. More often than not, meas-
uring or defining youthhood using numbers has proved to be the most generalized 
way of defining youths. However, within this, definitions still vary (Heywood, 
2001; World Health Organization, 2014).

The conceptualization of youth has gone far beyond numbers. Rather, it is 
socially constructed, which in turn is determined by different factors such as the 
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agents of socialization, institutions and the society at large. The age of youth-
hood has now developed to represent a group of people who are affected posi-
tively or negatively by the same situation and who have developed a subculture 
which then guides their behaviour and activities with other members of their 
group as well as with society at large (Oparina et al., 2020). The youths exist 
within a complex social system with elements such as norms, traditions, history, 
demands from society and an individual’s future prospects all adding up to form 
the lives of youths. Consciously or unconsciously, they are wired to accept new 
roles and ways of life, which are some of the attributes that differentiate adults 
from youths or adolescents from youths.

It is important to note that within society, a symbiotic relationship exists 
between the society as an independent entity and its people. The structure of 
the society (polity, economic state) directly or indirectly influences its citizens 
while individual activity also plays an indispensable role in structural formation 
of the society. With respect to exclusion of youths within society, it is prerogative 
to understand that the structural composition of a country helps to include the 
youth or exclude them from institutions depending on how these structures have 
been institutionalized. Guilia (2013) defined exclusion as a state of been deprived. 
This deprivation could come in different forms, such as material or non-material 
deprivation, and social, political and economic deprivation of a group of people 
who have been regarded as subordinate or subjected to those in power, who are 
marginalized.

For instance, African countries are well known for high levels of corrupt prac-
tices, neglect of citizens’ fundamental human right, unfair remuneration and 
election issues. Youth vying for political positions within Africa countries is a 
situation that might never see the light of day because the structure of society 
has given much power to adults and the political elite. Moreover, issues such as 
job opportunities and education for all cannot be excluded from what youths are 
experiencing in Africa as a continent (UNDP, 2007). Social exclusion of youths 
or any marginalized group does not happen independently of external catalysts 
or factors. One of the major catalysts of social exclusion of youths from institu-
tions has to do with the high level of inequality, including unequal access to job 
opportunities or wealth creation and the political composition of most countries, 
which has contributed immensely to exclusion of youths from the system and 
even marginalized within the system.

More often than not, youths are only recognized when it comes to negative 
happenings within the society. For instance, drug abuse, prostitution, gangsters, 
violence and protest are issues often related as the doings of the youths, neglecting 
that these issues are a product of what society throws at this particular group of 
people (youths). Regardless of how society might have constructed the youth to 
be of great concern to the society at large, it is important to point out that within 
this same cohort, some youths have been impacting their society positively in eco-
nomic and political sectors. However, compared to the totals of those involved in 
those sectors, the youths are less well represented. This chapter will give an insight 
into how much the youths have been excluded, the causes of their exclusion and 
the way forward for a sustainable society by ensuring youth inclusiveness.
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The Age of Youths: Issues in Conceptualization and 
Measurements
To affirm or assert that there is a universal definition of the term “youth” or 
“youthhood” is trying to constrain or limit the usage of the term. Unlike pure sci-
ences, where a singular term or word means the same in all situations and events, 
discussions and terminologies in social sciences do not enjoy that privilege. With 
regard to conceptualizing and measuring youth, there has been no acceptable 
definition by different scholars or disciplines as to what should be the central 
definition of youth. For Bourdieu (1993), the concept “youth” has evolved over 
time and is still evolving, and it is now viewed as a term that came to be as a result 
of social construction. A virtue of Bourdieu’s (1993) orientation is that a socially 
constructed term varies among societies, countries and continents, and therefore 
a universal yardstick cannot be applied as who should be regarded as a youth.

The youthhood stage is that phase of life that is shortly after childhood or 
adolescence and shortly before adulthood. This period or phase might not be 
given much cognisance simply because of conceptualizations in which they are 
regarded as adolescent for some countries and adult for others. Nevertheless, 
organizational bodies, researchers and scholars have come up with various defini-
tions and yardsticks for ascertaining that an individual is in their youthful stage. 
For the United Nations (UN), youths are determined by an age range: a youth 
is expected to be 15–24 years old. This had to be ascertained in this manner for 
data collection, census purposes and statistical purposes. It should, however, be 
noted that the definition of youth by the UN is without prejudice of other forms 
of definitions propounded by nation-states (UNDP, 2010). By merely making use 
of age to define youths, there arises a contradicting notion because the age that is 
regarded as youth in some definitions is defined as a period of adolescence in oth-
ers. World Health Organization (2014), for instance, defined the youth as those 
between the ages of 10 and 24, while in the United States, the Office of Disease 
Prevention and Health Promotion (2018) sees youth as those aged 18–25. The 
African Youth Charter explained that only those within the ages 15–35 should 
be regarded as youths while the National Policy on Youth Development consider 
only those whose age falls within 18–35. To this end, one can deduce that there is 
usually a misconception of youth as adolescent and adolescent as youth. Beyond 
using numeric explanation to define who a youth is, subjectively, some of these 
definitions that assume an adolescent or child as a youth can as well be right from 
their own lenses, such that a child that is five or seven is regarded as a youth as 
far as they are independent and can survive without their mothers (Heywood, 
2001, p. 11).

In Western societies, youthhood is the period characterized by independence 
that proceeds from adolescence but precedes adulthood (Kehily, 2007). Moreover, 
Frith (2005) explained youthhood as more of a social construction than a biologi-
cal one. For Firth, the biological transition of a child into a young adult or youth 
occurs at the adolescent stage, which is characterized by puberty or the hormonal 
or psychological changes. The definition of youth can be culturally inclined as 
well. From a social anthropologist’s perspective, issues such as family pattern, 
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beliefs, behaviour, norms and the political and social organization of a particular 
community can determine who the youth are (Kehily, 2007, p. 47). The environ-
ment, the culture, religion and economy of a particular society determines how 
the youths of that society are defined.

For social anthropologists, an individual can only be regarded as a youth if  
they have passed through all the necessary procedures known as the “rites of 
passage.” For instance, in Nigeria, the Igbos are popularly known for a passage 
rite known as the Iwa Akwa, which is a ritual that allows the little ones to transit 
into a much-matured group. An individual is affirmed to be ready for the rite 
when he shows some level of independence as well as physical attributes. This 
Iwa Akwa is solely for the male gender and until he passes through the rite, such 
individual cannot be regarded as a man. In European countries, the rite of pas-
sage can be characterized as becoming employed, entering college and becoming 
self-sufficient and even getting married. Honwana and De Boeck (2005) defined 
the age of youth as a period that is characterized by expectations and responsi-
bilities and only those that have the resources and capability to shoulder those 
responsibilities are referred to as youth. To this end, the age of youth is defined 
by cultural markers in which the group is characterized by distinct social status, 
specific social roles, rituals and relationships.

In conceptualizing youth, it is important to understand it from quantita-
tive perspective, a socially constructed orientation, a psychological opinion and 
socio-culturally, so that the definition of youth is holistic. One could go further 
to describe the age of youthhood as a period of experimentation with roles and 
identities, and that, although they are not pressurized into the norms of the soci-
ety, they are steadily preparing for that phase of life of becoming burdened with 
societal expectation or obligation.

Theorizing Youthhood
In theorizing the youth as a group of people, it is first of all important to under-
stand these groups of individuals as humans before categorizing them into youths 
or those who make up the youthhood cohort. Since it has been established that 
all youths are humans but not all humans are youths, when theorizing youth, it 
simply means understanding the totality of youths from a theoretical perspective. 
It should also be brought to bear that societies construct what youths are termed 
to be, and prior to individuals attaining the youthhood state, there has been a 
transition – a metamorphosis from the childhood state, or the adolescent state, all 
through to the youthhood state. It should also be noted that each of these stages 
are characterized by different activities, different levels of self-identification and 
different facets to the socialization process, and they are opportune to face, experi-
ence, learn and unlearn different aspects of life just by merely growing. Moreover, 
the total make-up of human nature is the synthesis of nature and nurture. There-
fore, irrespective of what the youths have become or been structured to be based 
on external and internal factors, they are formed by the composition of biological 
and environmental conditioning. Hence, in theorizing youthhood, one is theoreti-
cally explaining human beings of a particular group of people (Erikson, 1968).
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As it was earlier claimed that human nature is as a result of the synthesis of 
nature and nurture. This claim however falls under the psychosocial theory. This 
theory opined that the composition of human life is as a result of the interaction 
of three elements; the biological system, psychological system and the societal 
system (Erikson, 1968; Coulshed and Orme, 2006, p. 109). Sensory capacities, 
circulatory and motor responses, and genetic composition make up the biological 
system while mental processes, personality traits, emotions, and cognitive reason-
ing are the component of the psychological system. The last element, which is the 
societal system, has to do with family, the socialization process, societal expecta-
tions, and the social and cultural environment. Moreover, all the systems are in 
continuous interaction with one another with and among every individual.

One of the psychosocial theorists is Erikson, who identified the different stages 
of human development with respect to the age group that falls within each stage 
(Austrian, 2008; Higley, 2019). Stage one to stage four cover the childhood and 
adolescent groups, which are characterized by being needful, having a sense of 
dependence and separate identity, experimentation and role playing. Stages five 
and six cover the youth, which is the central concern of this chapter. In stage 
five, individuals are in a state of identity formation, independent from societal 
demands, parents’ opinion and peer pressure, while stage six has to do with form-
ing relationships and intimacy. The adequate development of each of the stages 
is an essential prerequisite for the succeeding stage. This means that if  stages one 
to four are not adequately managed by the various agents of socialization, the 
youthhood stage can be negatively altered, which will become detrimental to the 
society. It is therefore important that before reaching the age of youths, children 
and adolescents should be helped to deal with barriers that can be detrimental at 
their youthful age (Austrian, 2008; Higley, 2019).

Still theorizing youthhood, it is necessary to understand the nature of their 
needs during their youthful period. Judging from Abraham Maslow’s “Hierarchy 
of Needs,” humans’ needs develop in a progressive manner, in which a particular 
need of the lower level needs to meet before the succeeding need can be met. 
Abraham Maslow was able to point out the five-step hierarchy of needs of human 
starting from physiological needs such as clothing, food and shelter. Following 
the physiological need are safety and security needs, social needs, the need for self-
esteem and, lastly, self-actualization. According to Maslow, every individual is 
expected to pass through the needs from the lowest to the highest needs, and until 
the preceding needs are satisfied, the succeeding needs cannot be attained. Judg-
ing from the assumption of Maslow’s theory, all youths are expected to satisfy 
their needs in a progressive manner, starting from the physiological needs; hence 
the reason a graduate who has been unable to get their desired job settles for lesser 
employment, in a bid to satisfy physiological needs rather than being concerned 
about their social status.

In explaining youthhood as a fraction of a larger society, social system the-
ory gives a vivid theoretical lens on youths as a subsystem of the larger system. 
The social system theory postulated that “the whole is more than the sum of 
the parts.” The basic assumption of social system theory is that, in every society  
or system, there exists a smaller fraction of elements known as the subsystem. 
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From this theory, one gets to understand that youths are part of society and they 
are indispensable. More importantly, although they form their own cohort group, 
they are as well found within the various systems or institutions that make up the 
whole. They form their own subculture and way of life as an entity and in turn 
infuse their subculture into other systems of society. According to Davies (2004, 
p. 380), the youths impact the system and they are impacted by it. Just as the 
youths get to influence or affect the society in which they live, the environment – 
be it the political or economic system or religion or social media – also influences 
their composition, mindset and way of life; hence the reason youths differ among 
societies or countries.

Take as examples the #EndSARS situation in Nigeria, which was a hash tag 
that was started by Nigerian youth through social media or the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement in United States. Each situation occurred as a result of the larger 
system (polity, unemployment, discrimination) being incapable of protecting the 
lives of their citizens, especially youths, from the hands of the armed forces and 
the whites, respectively, hence a subculture among the youths was created. This 
subculture (peaceful protest, use of social media for awareness) was a response 
from the youths to actions from the larger society (police brutality, colour dis-
crimination), which, for some, was termed a positive reaction while negative for 
others. From social system theory, it is important that both the subsystem (youth-
hood) and the system at large (society) should be understood in order to be able 
to understand how the youths act, what influences their actions and how their 
actions influence society at large.

Further explaining youthhood as a subsystem of the larger system, advocacy 
theory explains how this group of people have been marginalized, discriminated 
against, incapacitated by the larger society and how their rights have been tram-
pled upon. This is as a result of the unequal distribution of resources and power 
within a society, in which a group of people who are not the youth have been able 
to acquire both power and resources overtime. From the standpoint of advocacy 
theory, the youths are involved in ensuring these resources and power are equally 
distributed among all groups (Peteru, 2008, p. 26). These struggles are evidently 
seen in the clamour of youths wanting to be involved in politics not just as a voter 
or political campaigner but holding relevant positions within the system. Apart 
from wanting to be involved in politics, there has been agitation about the failure 
of society to safeguard their rights and lives as well. Other theoretical orienta-
tions that can be used to explain youthhood are the functionalist theory, the look-
ing glass self  by Cooley (1902), who opined that individuals are a reflection of 
how the society in which they live views them – hence if  a society expects positive 
behaviour from youths, according to Cooley, the individuals (youths) will exhibit 
positive behaviour and vice versa.

The State of Youths: Currents and Perspectives
The UN estimates that 41% of the world’s population is under the age of 24 
(UNDP, 2010). However, regardless of this proportion which some have termed 
the “youth bulge,” youths have not been well represented in decision-making in 
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