
WORKING FOR  
A BRIGHTER, 
HEALTHIER FUTURE
How WHO improves health   
and promotes well-being for   
the world’s adolescents





WORKING FOR  
A BRIGHTER, 
HEALTHIER FUTURE
How WHO improves health   
and promotes well-being for   
the world’s adolescents



Working for a brighter, healthier future: how WHO improves health and promotes well-being  
for the world’s adolescents

ISBN 978-92-4-004136-3 (electronic version) 
ISBN 978-92-4-004137-0 (print version)

© World Health Organization 2021

Some rights reserved. This work is available under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 3.0 IGO licence (CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO; https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-
sa/3.0/igo). 

Under the terms of this licence, you may copy, redistribute and adapt the work for non-commercial 
purposes, provided the work is appropriately cited, as indicated below. In any use of this work, there 
should be no suggestion that WHO endorses any specific organization, products or services. The use of 
the WHO logo is not permitted. If you adapt the work, then you must license your work under the same 
or equivalent Creative Commons licence. If you create a translation of this work, you should add the 
following disclaimer along with the suggested citation: “This translation was not created by the World 
Health Organization (WHO). WHO is not responsible for the content or accuracy of this translation.  
The original English edition shall be the binding and authentic edition”. 

Any mediation relating to disputes arising under the licence shall be conducted in accordance  
with the mediation rules of the World Intellectual Property Organization (http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/
mediation/rules/).

Suggested citation. Working for a brighter, healthier future: how WHO improves health  
and promotes well-being for the world’s adolescents. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2021. 
Licence: CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO.

Cataloguing-in-Publication (CIP) data. CIP data are available at http://apps.who.int/iris.

Sales, rights and licensing. To purchase WHO publications, see http://apps.who.int/bookorders.  
To submit requests for commercial use and queries on rights and licensing, see  
https://www.who.int/copyright. 

Third-party materials. If you wish to reuse material from this work that is attributed to a third party,  
such as tables, figures or images, it is your responsibility to determine whether permission is needed 
for that reuse and to obtain permission from the copyright holder. The risk of claims resulting from 
infringement of any third-party-owned component in the work rests solely with the user.

General disclaimers. The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication 
do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of WHO concerning the legal status 
of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or 
boundaries. Dotted and dashed lines on maps represent approximate border lines for which there may 
not yet be full agreement.

The mention of specific companies or of certain manufacturers’ products does not imply that they  
are endorsed or recommended by WHO in preference to others of a similar nature that are not 
mentioned. Errors and omissions excepted, the names of proprietary products are distinguished  
by initial capital letters.

All reasonable precautions have been taken by WHO to verify the information contained in this 
publication. However, the published material is being distributed without warranty of any kind, either 
expressed or implied. The responsibility for the interpretation and use of the material lies with the 
reader. In no event shall WHO be liable for damages arising from its use. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo
http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/mediation/rules/
http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/mediation/rules/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/
http://apps.who.int/iris
http://apps.who.int/bookorders
https://www.who.int/copyright


Foreword iv

Acknowledgements v

Abbreviations and acronyms vi

1. Introduction  01
1.1 Health challenges of adolescents  02
1.2 Triple dividends of investing in adolescent health  05
1.3 WHO’s strategic focus on adolescent health  08

2. WHO global leadership in adolescent health  12
2.1 Keeping adolescent health on the radar – driving the agenda  13
2.2 Building strategic partnerships, convening and brokering solutions  13
2.3 Strategic, credible, evidence-based advice to achieve impact 15

3. WHO’s commitment to working with adolescents  16

4. Strengthening the evidence base with data, research and innovation 19
4.1 Setting global standards for collecting data on adolescents 20
4.2 Ensuring access to data for global monitoring 20
4.3 Strengthening national capacity to collect and translate health data to inform policy  21
4.4 Promoting the use of data for accountability 22
4.5 Promoting research and innovation 22

5. Providing guidance and setting norms and standards 25
5.1 Promoting integrated approaches to adolescent health and models of care 26
5.2 Promoting high-quality health services for adolescents  28
5.3 Promoting equitable service provision for adolescents  28
5.4 Translating evidence into policy, programmes and national decision-making 29

6. Driving impact in every country  31
6.1 Engaging in policy dialogue and providing strategic support to strengthen adolescent health programmes 32
6.2 Providing technical assistance to strengthen adolescent-responsive health systems and address  

barriers to universal health coverage 33
6.3 Leaving no one behind  35

7. Supporting adolescents during emergencies 37
7.1 Humanitarian emergencies  38
7.2 The COVID-19 pandemic 39

8. The decade ahead  43

References 47

Annexes 53

Annex 1.  WHO departments that participate in the Interdepartmental Technical Working Group  
  on Adolescent Health and Well-being 54

Annex 2.  Resource bank for adolescent health 56

Annex 3.  Sustainable Development Goal targets specific for adolescents 62

Contents

 iii



The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic go far beyond the suffering and death 
caused by the disease itself. It has disrupted education, mental well-being and 
livelihoods, compounded existing inequalities and undermined past gains.  
For adolescents, these insults to health and well-being can have  
lifelong consequences.  

It has long been assumed that adolescents are healthy. 
Most are, but many adolescents face health challenges 
that have been historically unacknowledged and which 
the COVID-19 pandemic has exposed. Data show that the 
considerable gains from investments in maternal and child 
health programmes are not sustained in adolescence: the 
reduction in child mortality is not mirrored by a similar 
reduction in adolescent deaths. Of the world’s 1.2 billion 
adolescents, many have missed out on high-quality, 
responsive health services that take account of their 
specific needs. Over 2000 adolescents die every day, 
mainly from preventable causes. And yet, at the same time, 
improvements to adolescents’ health and well-being far 
outweigh their costs, they last a lifetime, and they are  
passed on to future generations. 

This is why this first WHO report on adolescent health is 
so important. This report illustrates WHO’s work across 
the range of issues in adolescent health and shows how 
WHO has increased its portfolio of research, set norms 
and standards, encouraged country support and advocacy 
and extended the scope of its work at regional and country 
levels. We have created an interdepartmental working  
group to coordinate the work, in order to better address  
the multifaceted needs of the global adolescent population.

Central to WHO’s work in adolescent health is engaging 
with adolescents themselves. We created the WHO Youth 
Council to provide a platform for young people to give 
advice on health and development issues directly to our 
leadership. This report provides many examples of WHO 
engagement with young people in all aspects of its work. 

While much has been achieved in raising the profile of 
adolescent health, more work needs to be done to improve 
advocacy, coordination and implementation of programmes. 
WHO is working to collect and analyse data by age and 
gender; support the development of adolescent-responsive 
national strategies and plans; and help shape high-level 
policies to address the environmental, economic and other 
social determinants of adolescent health. 

We must work together to improve adolescent health  
today, so that the health of future generations will be  
better tomorrow. 

Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus 
WHO Director-General
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AA-HA!  Accelerated Action for the Health of Adolescents

COVID-19  coronavirus disease-2019

CSE  comprehensive sexuality education

HPV   human papillomavirus 

mhGAP Mental Health Gap Action Programme 

NCD  noncommunicable disease

PAHO  Pan American Health Organization 

SDG   Sustainable Development Goal

SRH  sexual and reproductive health

TB   tuberculosis 

UNAIDS Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS 

UNESCO  United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

UNFPA   United Nations Population Fund 

UNICEF   United Nations Children’s Fund 

UNODC  United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime

WHO   World Health Organization
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