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Although the proportion of young people in cities is growing rapidly, few studies take into account the 
diversity of and views on their urban experiences. This working paper examines the lives, capacities, and 
agencies of urban youth in the developing world and identifies significant gaps for research. In particular, it 
highlights the political economy of youth-focused development in an increasingly urbanizing world. Political-
economic processes that shape and are shaped by young people’s urban lives get particular attention. 

This review first explores the origins and changing meanings of the concepts youth, sustainable development, 
and participation. Then various interrelated spheres of youth participation are examined, especially against 
the backdrop of international policies and treaties and academic debates on the lives of youth in the 
context of poverty and urbanization. The central themes of the analysis are youth involvement in community 
projects, environmental issues, employment, mobility/migration, livelihoods, informal accommodation, urban 
space, social exclusion, and social transition. The analysis reveals a significant disconnect between, on 
the one hand, policy-oriented concerns of youth participation (often seen as participatory approaches in 
research and practice) and, on the other, the lived experiences of young people. The review also reveals 
that rapid urbanization poses as many challenges to youth as it offers opportunities. Although many young 
people are competent, knowledgeable, and creative, deep socio-economic transformations have profound 
consequences for their participation and life chances within cities. Several important readings that are 
reviewed have both presented and called for a contextualized understanding of the social worlds of youth 
whose positions in society are not always clarified. The review emphasizes the analytical power and policy 
significance of a political economy approach. At the heart of the politico-economic analysis is the role of 
structural forces that not only result in young people’s disenfranchisement but also explain the perpetuation 
of their marginal positions in society. Its policy implication is to firmly situate youth poverty at the heart of 
political decision making and engage local institutions, state and international actors with the power and 
moral responsibility to bring about positive change in young people’s lives. A number of research questions 
and tentative agendas for research are mapped out. Future research needs to build on those questions and 
incorporate the views of young people and the contexts that make their participation in sustainable urban 
development work. 
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imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the United 
Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area, or of its authorities, 
or concerning delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries, or regarding its economic system or 
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States.
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Nearly half of the people in the 
developing world and 30% 
worldwide are under 25 years of 

age. One in five people is between 15 and 
24 years old (United Nations 2004). It is 
estimated that 80% of global youth live in 
Africa, Asia, and Latin America (UN-Habitat 
2010). However, there is a stark disparity in 
their geographical distribution within and 
between continents, regions, and countries 
as well as between rural and urban areas. 
Young people are the core of a nation’s 
future, yet this significant stakeholder 
is rarely involved in poverty reduction 
strategies, environmental planning, and 
sustainable urban development. Despite the 
momentum in the rhetoric on youth activism 
for positive social change, little regard is 
given to the views, opinions, needs, and 
perspectives of young people. In drawing 
attention to the relative neglect of young 
people in the 2006 World Urban Forum 
in Vancouver, Canada, Chawla, Bartlett, 
Driskell, Hart, and Olofsson (2006) noted 
that of the total of over 162 panels devoted 
to urban issues, only a handful of networking 
sessions explicitly focused on young people 
and their urban environments. Youth, on 
the other hand, were well represented, with 
over 500 young men and women from 52 
different countries. The implication of this 
missing population in addressing issues of 
sustainable development is dire (Chawla et 
al., 2006). 

Projects in urban development rarely reflect 
the manifold ways in which youth interact 
with and make active contributions to 
the communities in which they live. The 
role young people play, or might play, in 
sustainable urban development is yet to 
receive scholarly and policy attention. Urban 
development projects make few references 
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Below: Young people’s access to education 
is the most tool achieving sustainable human 
development in Tetouan, Morocco.  
© Alessandro Scotti/UN-Habitat
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to youth that go beyond descriptions of 
child-oriented projects such as schools, day 
care centres, and playgrounds (Simpson, 
1997). To mainstream the concerns, 
interests, and perspectives of youth in 
development—more specifically, sustainable 
socio-economic development—beyond mere 
acknowledgement of their needs remains a 
formidable challenge (Frank 2006; Chawla 
et al., 2006).  

Recent decades saw movements towards 
incorporating young people’s particular 
needs in urban development and planning. 
These movements are reflected in, among 
other things, the acknowledgement of 
children’s rights by the United Nations 
Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat 
II) in Istanbul in 1996. The launch of Children’s 
Rights and Habitat (UN-Habitat, 1996) and 
the UNICEF Child-friendly Cities initiative are 
also important cornerstones. Although the 
United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (UNCRC) does not directly refer to 
urban youth, it is an important framework 
within which states and international 
organizations operate. The UNCRC implicitly 
shapes many programs and activities that 
impact youth in cities. The recent recognition 
of urban youth as subjects of research is also 
the outcome of the remarkable growth in 
academic interest in children and youth in 
development contexts, and the body of 
academic research that intersects youth with 
policy issues is expanding (Chawla, 2002a; 
Driskell 2002; de Waal & Argenti 2002; 
Ansell, 2005; Aitken, Lund, & Kjørholt 2008; 
Panelli, Punch & Robson 2007;  Hansen, 
Dalsgaard, Gough, Madsen, Valentin & 
Wildermuth, 2008).

Within international policy making circles, 
children and youth are gaining considerable 
attention. Paragraph 13 of the Habitat 
Agenda states that: 

The needs of children and youth, particularly 
with regards to their living environment, 
have to be taken fully into account. 
Special attention needs to be paid to the 
participatory processes dealing with the 
shaping of cities, towns and neighborhoods; 
this is in order to secure the living conditions 
of children and of youth and to make use of 
their insights, creativity and thought on their 
environment. (UNHCS, 1996).

Young people in different parts of the world 
are impacted by and respond to complex 
processes of urbanization and its challenges: 
shortage of housing, inner city decay, 
urban sprawl, environmental degradation, 
inadequate infrastructure and utilities, 
inadequate health and educational services, 
increasing unemployment, and poverty 
(Chawla 2002a; Hansen et al., 2008; Yitbarek, 
2008; Mahiteme, 2008). The challenges they 
face in trying to establish a decent way of 
living are perpetuated by what is commonly 
called ‘development-induced displacement’ 
(see UN-Habitat 2005; Pankhurst & Piguet, 
2009). For instance, urban renewal and slum 
upgrading projects in many parts of the 
global south continue to dispossess poor 
urban dwellers of inner-city landholdings 
(Yitbarek 2008). Relocation of inhabitants 
because of revanchist urban development 
policies, expansion of business district, and 
middle class condominium housing are all too 
common (Swanson 2007; Langevang 2008). 
Indeed, youth in the developing world face 
different and more challenges and concerns 
than their counterparts elsewhere (Chawla 
2002a). Whereas rapid population growth 
and rural to urban migration influence the 
opportunities and life trajectories of young 
people in the global south (Panelli et al., 
2007; Punch 2004; Ansell 2005), young 
people’s lives in the global north tend to offer 
possibilities for prolonged youth, usually 
through tertiary education. A comparative 
study of youth in three cities—Recife, Hanoi, 
and Lusaka—documents that the lives of 
young people in developing countries are 
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