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Abstract

Adolescence is widely understood as a stage in the human development lifespan
that has a significant bearing on an individual’s lifestyle choices, consolidation of
his/her sense of self and identity, and a vision for the future, usually manifested as
dreams and aspirations. Historically, adolescence is understood as a life stage in
terms of its defining characteristics and features which gave it a sense of univer-
salism and developmental predictability, largely drawn from a Euro-American
lens. However, the discourse of the last three decades has questioned the univer-
salistic approach by highlighting the role of culture, context, and diversity in
determining the nature of adolescence. The key debates question whether ado-
lescence is a biological or a sociocultural construct and whether there is a singular
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adolescence or several adolescences or in some cases, whether adolescence even
exists.

This chapter attempts to highlight and address these issues by building a
kaleidoscopic image of adolescence as it is lived, experienced, and documented
from an Asian Perspective. In the first section, research studies drawn from
various regions in Asia examine issues related to universalism versus cultural
relativity and consider questions of whether adolescence is a myth or a reality, an
artifact of industrial societies, a stage marked by challenge and potential, and how
it signals emerging adulthood. The second section discusses seven major devel-
opmental themes, including biological change, gender roles, self and identity,
life-style choices, aspirations, media, and relationships, bringing out the nuanced
specificities and generalizations across Asian regions and the world. The chapter
concludes with insights that contribute towards planning educational experiences
for adolescences in Asia.
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Adolescence in Asia: Context and Backdrop

Developmental psychology defines adolescence as the period between childhood
and adulthood. Yet, when we study adolescence as a life stage, the boundaries at both
ends seem blurred and perforated. The Department of Child and Adolescent Health
and Development, World Health Organization (1998), marks the age between 10 and
19 years as adolescence, between 15 and 24 years as youth, and 10–24 years as
young people. All the three categories reflect overlaps and ambiguities and empha-
size the importance of perceiving adolescence, youth, and young people as mutually
inclusive groups. The State of the World Population Report (UNFPA, 2014) high-
lights that majority of the world’s youth population lives in Asia. The highest
number of 10- to 24-year-olds live in India, the figure being 356 million, closely
followed by China at a figure of 269 million. Even smaller countries like Indonesia
stand at 67 million, Pakistan at 59 million, and Bangladesh at 48 million, respec-
tively. The sizable presence of young people in Asia makes a strong case for a
detailed study of the significant issues, features, and debates that characterize
adolescence in the Asian region.

The imagery associated with many Asian countries portrays them as embodi-
ments of oriental culture. This is characterized by a history of traditions; a deep sense
of collectivism that values family, community, and social ties over material success,
and an attitude of positioning others before self and observing the principles of
obedience and compliance for the greater good. While much of this holds true and is
not just a stereotype, it would be unfair to present all Asians as a homogenous group.
Heterogeneity does exist between and within countries, often documented as inter-
and intra-regional differences. The regions are classified by their geographical
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location, historical trajectories, and geopolitical ties and often on the basis of a
shared set of traditions, beliefs, customs, and even religious affiliation. South Asia,
East Asia, South East Asia, West Asia, and the Arab world, to name a few, represent
distinct regions with their own member countries and a distinctive culture of
their own.

Another interesting benchmark through which countries are classified and known
is the level of economic development. Countries like China, Japan, South Korea, and
Singapore exemplify the developed world, India is the largest developing country,
and Bhutan, Myanmar, and the Maldives, are among the smaller and less-developed
countries. This, however, nowhere suggests that some countries are more important
than the others when it comes to the study of adolescence. Adolescence as a life-
stage unfolds equally in all of them. At the same time, each country or region
provides a specific sociocultural context that gives rise to myriad images of adoles-
cence. And yet, despite the local contextual factors that prevail in specific countries,
there are some pan-Asia features that exist. For instance, adolescence, wherever it is
lived and experienced, is marked by many cognitive, social, and emotional changes
and transitions. In many Asian countries, adolescence is seen to contract the world
for girls and expand the world for boys (UNICEF, 2006). Further, caste, religion,
social class, gender, and their intersections impact the adolescent experience
(Saraswathi, 1999), thus necessitating that adolescence be understood from the
standpoint of the unique lived experiences of adolescents in relation to the national,
social, economic, and personal contextual factors that constitute their milieu. A
unique feature of Asia is the emphasis on understanding adolescence through
the trends and patterns that exist in each region. In South Asia, for example, the
prediction is that by 2030, over 150 million youth are expected to enter the
workforce with strong aspirations, goal orientation, a desire for financial indepen-
dence, and stable earnings. However, juxtaposed against this and of equal impor-
tance is the fact that in the same region, girls and boys experience adolescence
differently, patriarchy continues to be rampant, half the girls are married off before
the age of 18, and 1 in 5 become mothers before the age of 18.

In South East Asia, the 350 million + adolescent population is marked by
heterogeneity of circumstances and needs and many challenges to their health and
well-being (Department of Child and Adolescent Health and Development, World
Health Organisation, 1998). In the Arab world, there is an acknowledged bulge in the
youth population, but steadily on the brighter side, there is a visible period of
adolescence that exists between childhood and adolescence, which may be attributed
to a reduction in the number of early marriages in the last decade (Obermeyer, 2015).
However, the same study reports high prevalence of substance misuse among
adolescents and proneness for risky behavior, bullying, and violence, more among
boys. An image of immense significance in the developed countries of Asia and
those that are aspirational is the steady movement of adolescents to other countries
for higher education, skilling, and employment. This often results in an internal
conflict for them in which they oscillate between continuing to maintain their native
cultural values and adapting to a Westernized culture that they are now living in.
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As is evident from the discussion in the above paragraphs, the diversity across
Asia makes it a formidable task to include all countries and regions in this chapter.
The main aim of the chapter is to present a kaleidoscopic view of adolescence as is
indicated in the title of the chapter. Towards this aim, the chapter has been written
with three key goals. First, it attempts to share multiple images and illustrations from
various countries across Asia on adolescences, without making judgment or ranking
of countries and regions. Second, it aims to bring out nuanced realities, thereby
enhancing the heterogeneous imagery of adolescences in Asia. The third goal is to
highlight similarities and differences in the experience of adolescences across Asia
and with other countries.

Figure 1 shows the structure of the chapter, divided into two sections. One relates
to perspectives about the nature of adolescence, and the second focuses on signif-
icant developmental themes pertaining to adolescence. The discussion that follows
begins by analyzing the academic consensus and debates around the life stage of
adolescence, exploring the debates of adolescence as a biological versus social
construct, universalism versus cultural relativism, and adolescence stemming from
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an industrial society. The chapter then moves on to a discussion of seven themes on
the significant developmental issues including biological changes, gender and sexual
roles, self and identity, life-style choice, dreams and aspirations, media, and relation-
ships that characterize this stage. The insights that have been drawn about this life
stage and the patterns and trends across various countries in Asia are summarized in
the concluding remarks. An attempt is also made to discuss some significant
educational implications relevant to this life stage.

Perspectives on Adolescence as a Life Stage

Adolescence is considered as the stage that lies between childhood and adulthood. It
begins around puberty and continues into the late teens or early twenties. Develop-
mental psychologists however argue that this age-based view of understanding
adolescence and other life stages is not free of flaws. While age may be an important
consideration, as it forms the basis of the social clock (Neugarten, 1968), it cannot
surely be the only consideration. The social clock helps people decide at what age
they wish to fulfill certain roles or perform tasks, such as getting married, having
children, retiring from an active professional life, etc. However, these social norms
are not free from the cultural and social contexts in which in some Asian countries, it
is considered appropriate for young women to become mothers at the age of 17 years
and to become grandmothers in their mid-30s. In this scenario, the vital question is:
Does adolescence end before the end of the teen years? Or, put differently, is
childhood continuous with adulthood as a life stage? In contrast to this image, in
middle- and upper-class societies, across Asian countries, responsibilities of adult-
hood often get postponed to the 30s. This trend is visible in China, Japan, and India
where a large number of adolescents in their global pursuits move to world-class
universities and centers for their education and professional skilling. In India, where
the culture is predominantly collectivist and family is the approval-according insti-
tution for all major decisions that adolescents have to make, adolescence continues
well into the late 20s and early 30s (Saraswathi, 1999). What emerges from this is
that the understanding of what constitutes adolescence as a life stage and its duration
varies across countries and socioeconomic contexts.

Maria (2002) wrote that countries in the Southeast Asian region accept the
definition of youth given by the United Nations. In this formulation, youth include
those individuals who do not enjoy the legal status and roles of adulthood and thus
do not have family, professional, and political rights. She further wrote, “. . . SEA
states prescribe varied age ranges in identifying who belongs to this age category. In
the Philippines, youth are legally defined as those who are 15 to 30 years old. In
Thailand, youth are those who are 13 to 25 years old. . . In Malaysia, the State’s
Youth Council defines youth as those from 15 to 40 years of age. . .” (Maria, 2002,
p. 172).

An interesting criterion used by developmental psychologists to mark different
life stages is the level of schooling. In this, primary school corresponds with early
childhood; middle-school years with late childhood; secondary school or high school
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with adolescence; and higher education or college with adulthood. The final
3–4 years of schooling are considered the adolescent years. It is during the adoles-
cent years that schools give emphasis to life skills education and the development of
skills that prepare them for employment. There is also concerted effort on reproduc-
tive health and career guidance. Once adolescents move into college, the key
decisions of subjects to be studied have already been made and a career path
embarked upon. So, very interestingly, in college, even when students are in their
late teens, they are considered to be adults. However, in most Asian countries, the
reality is that the finality of decisions presumed at this stage is far from the truth.
Taking this further, Arnett (2000) argued that young adults in their late teens and
early 20s are still in an age of exploration. He proposed the term “emerging
adulthood” to denote this. Once again, this shows that adolescence as a life stage
is not clearly demarcated. There are no watertight boundaries that surround it, and it
fuses with earlier and later stages. Several debates stem from this. In the next few
paragraphs, we will address some of the debates that are applicable to Asia, as also to
many other countries across the world.

Feixa (2011) presented the view of adolescence “as the stage in individual life
comprised between physiological puberty (a ‘natural’ condition) and the recognition
of the adult status (a ‘cultural’ construct)” (p. 1634). In this view, adolescence is seen
as a universal construct. In other words, it is found across societies and times. The
biological view asserts that the onset of adolescence is linked to the beginning of
puberty. Thus, the age is determined by the physical changes that the adolescent
experiences. At the same time, the end of adolescence is marked by the social
phenomenon of entering into adulthood. The age of entering into adulthood however
has undergone a change, as has the age of menarche. The aftermaths and develop-
ments stemming from rapid industrialization, such as urban migration, emergence of
satellite towns, increased media exposure, preponderance in the availability and
consumption of technology, and systemic cybernation, have changed the world in
which adolescents now live. At the same time, there has been an elongation of
adolescence on account of early puberty and thus prolonged engagement with these
(UNICEF, 2006). With greater number of years in schooling and a delay in the need
for taking up employment, adolescence is seen to persist for extended periods of
time. Adolescents can spend this time in moratorium, without taking on adult
responsibilities. Arnett (2000) called this lengthening of age span of adolescence
as emerging adulthood. Viewing adolescence as a biological construct and as a social
construct thus gives rise to an ongoing debate about how to encase it in a specific age
range.

The classic debate between Mead and Freeman in the mid-1980s brought to light
the variation in the conceptualization of adolescence. Studying Samoan girls, Mead
(1928/1985) wrote “adolescence did not represent of a set of interests and activities
that slowly matured” (p. 153). Freeman (1983) challenged this assertion against the
crisis period that was conceptualized as adolescence in Western societies. He said
that Samoan adolescents also experience tension and stress that may be stemming
from a dependence on family. Both arguments hold merit, and while several decades
later we still do not have a clear resolution, what is evident is that the experience of
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adolescence is rooted in cultural settings. A second aspect that this highlights is that
adolescence is not a singular construct. There are many different constructs of
adolescences that are based on the contexts in which adolescents live. Thus, there
are multiple adolescences that are impacted by one’s personal, social, and cultural
contexts. Saraswathi (1999), as has already been discussed, highlighted that the
experience of adolescence is significantly influenced by the social class in which
adolescents are growing up.

Another significant debate revolves around the experience of adolescence. Many
countries and communities that are marked by early marriage or where children have
to take on family responsibilities at an early age witness a continuity between
childhood and adulthood. This circles back to the idea that adolescence is only an
artifact of an industrial society that led to an experience of prolonged moratorium. As
a corollary, in countries that are not characterized by urbanization or rural population
in industrialized societies, adolescence remains a myth. Over a period of time, there
has been a marked change in what were earlier, conservative, orthodox, and eco-
nomically poor societies. In the Arab world, only 15% of the girls marry before
18 years of age. In India, 15 million girls get married before the age of 18 years every
year. The average age of marriage is 16 years for girls and 19 years for boys
(UNICEF, n.d.). The continuity that earlier existed due to marriage and child-
bearing is no longer as prevalent as earlier (Obermeyer, 2015). These images were
described in the introductory section of this chapter as well.

Significant Developmental Themes

Biological Changes

From the biological standpoint, the stage of adolescence is most notably marked by
the onset of puberty. The accompanying bodily changes that make an adolescent
appear more adult-like and less child-like are significant in making adolescents feel
deserving of adult status. Growth spurt, a phase of sudden gain in height and weight,
is experienced by both boys and girls. However, gender-based differences exist in
the experience of this growth. Boys gain more muscle mass in comparison to girls.
The body structure of boys and girls also begins to change and approximate their
adult forms. What is universally experienced by both genders is the sense of
bewilderment, awkwardness, and self-consciousness (Ranganathan & Wadhwa,
2017). The onset of puberty marked by menarche in girls and semenarche in boys
is a major milestone for all adolescents. Hormonal changes make adolescents behave
differently and experience emotional turbulence. As adolescents try to make sense of
the bodily changes that they are experiencing, they are also conscious of the changed
world in which the world looks at them. The experience of adolescence is similar
across Asian countries in terms of biological changes and the differences across
gender. However, differences in the experience of adolescence exist within and
across countries. In some communities, for example, the onset of puberty among
girls is celebrated, while this is not the case in all regions and communities. Thus,
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while biological changes during adolescence are universal, cultural differences exist
that lead to different experiences of adolescences.

In many cultures, the relationships between fathers and daughters in adolescence
lose the intimacy that they hitherto enjoyed. Boys spend increasing amounts of times
with their fathers and girls with their mothers (Kakar, 2005). Childhood friends of
the opposite gender are no longer play companions. In societies where pubertal
changes, and the experience that comes with them, continue to be a taboo subject,
adolescents are left to grapple with (mis)information from their friends or the media.
The taboo also makes girls develop a sense of shame in their natural bodily
processes. In many Asian countries, including parts of India, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Nepal, girls are encouraged to conceal the contours of
their bodies behind layers of clothing to avoid attracting the male gaze. Boys become
conscious of cracked voices and facial hair. Just like it is difficult for adolescents to
deal with the changes in their bodies, the absence of changes also causes anxiety.
Some cultures continue to celebrate the onset of puberty. Thus, adolescents develop
concerns if they do not exhibit the same secondary sex characteristics that their peers
exhibit. In general, boys enjoy a more positive body image than girls (Martin, 1996).

While much of physical and sexual maturation is based on the genes one inherits,
the social environment also plays an important role in the timing of the process. The
secular trend in puberty refers to the earlier maturation experienced by adolescents in
industrialized societies. Rees (1993) stated that the average age of menarche was
16.5 years in 1840. This has now shifted to 12 years. In some countries like Saudi
Arabia, the average age for menarche continues to be 15 years (Dosoky & Amoudi,
1997). Early maturing boys and girls are reported to be at a higher risk of engaging in
substance abuse and experimenting with sexuality, in comparison to their late
maturing counterparts. Much of the socioemotional differences in early and late
maturing adolescents tend to disappear before adulthood. Yet the effects of risky
behaviour can be long-lasting.

Gender Roles and Sexuality

Adolescence is typically marked by gender identification. Across Asia, the rigidity
about gender roles that children display in early childhood is replaced by more
tolerant behaviors in late childhood. However, the intensity of gender role stereo-
typing tends to increase during adolescence. This may be due to increasing pressure
to conform to social norms exerted by family as well as peers. Adolescent girls thus
tend to feel the need to be more feminine and boys feel the need to adhere to more
masculine roles.

Along with the need for fitting into gender-defined social imagery, adolescents
also try to make sense of themselves as sexual beings. A strong need that surfaces in
them is learning socially appropriate ways of expressing their sexuality. Most Asian
countries, including the Indian subcontinent, regions of China, Korea, Malaysia, and
the Arab world, continue to be conservative in their views about sexuality. This
makes discussions on issues and concerns around sexuality difficult. Despite the
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social taboos, adolescent boys and girls continue to clandestinely engage with each
other. Teenage pregnancies are met with an encouragement for marriage. Porno-
graphic literature and films are exchanged between adolescents and are also freely
available in street markets (UNICEF, n.d.; Parker & Nilan, 2013).

Another significant aspect is that the tendency for sexual experimentation is
usually very high. This is related to affirming their sexual orientation, as a part of
their identity formation process. So, as adolescents grapple to develop a sense of
identity, they have to also come to terms with their sexual orientation. Most
adolescents tend to accept their heterosexuality unquestioningly. Asian societies
adopt a stand of hetero-normality that leaves little space for exploration. This
increases the struggle for homosexual and bisexual adolescents to openly accept
their sexual identities and share the same with their peers and families. Social
expectations and standards set by the society and culture in which they are rooted
also confuse them. On the one hand, they are expected to fit into conventional
standards of beauty prescribed by their culture, presumably to appear more attractive
to members of the opposite sex; on the other hand, high moral values are attached to
virginity, social reputation, and moral values against engaging in sexual activity. In
India, “Double standards exist, whereby unmarried adolescent boys are far
more likely than adolescent girls to be sexually active. Furthermore, boys are also
far more likely to approve of premarital sexual activity for themselves and have far
more opportunities to engage in sexual relations but are more disapproving of girls’
freedom to engage in sexual relations” (Verma & Saraswathi, 2004, p. 129–130). In
the Arab world, sexual expression is limited to marriage. Although there is some
evidence of pre-marital sex, it occurs in secrecy. The taboo around the subject makes
formal sex education and communication between parents and adolescents
non-existent (Obermeyer, 2015).

Consolidation of Self and Identity

Developmental psychologists hold that “finding oneself” is the most crucial devel-
opmental task and challenge during adolescence. It raises the fundamental question
of “who am I” in every adolescent’s consciousness. Harter (2003) noted that self-
descriptions in answer to the question “who am I” tend to vary greatly as children
age. The descriptions move from describing physical characteristics, such as eyes,
complexion, etc., in childhood to psychological descriptions of experiencing friend-
ships, political views, etc., in adolescence. He further noted that self-descriptions are
more abstract during adolescence. These include descriptions of values, beliefs, and
personality traits. Erikson (1968) placed a great deal of emphasis on the crisis
experienced by adolescents in integrating a sense of identity in the personal and
social domains. Social pressures also encourage adolescents to decide on what they
wish to do in the future. Dreams and aspirations thus become important and are
initiated into the plans at this stage. However, the finalization of plans is often
marked by role exploration and experimentation. Before arriving at what they really
want to do, adolescents don and discard several roles. Parents sometimes lose
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patience with this turbulence and worry about their lack of direction. This creates
added pressure onto adolescents. Waterman (1982) noted that this exploration and
subsequent identity achievement commonly extends into their early 20s.

Despite the common trends discussed above, variations in self-descriptions have
been formed in individualistic and collectivist cultures more prevalent in Western
and Asian contexts, respectively. Socialization practices in individualistic cultures
teach children to be independent and self-reliant and place their own goals ahead of
the group. In collectivist cultures that are more common in Asian countries, the goals
of the group or the interest of the family dominates over individual interests, thus
placing emphasis on interdependence. An aspect of considerable significance in
contemporary era is that adolescence marks the beginnings of the need to develop
a professional identity that comes to the fore. The exploration for a suitable career
path begins, and there is a search for internships and work experience to augment
one’s skills and select the domain in which one wishes to move ahead. Usually, in
arriving at a career path, adolescents try to balance their personal wishes and family
requirements, given their socialization in family collectivism – a feature that cuts
across most Asian countries. This gives rise to the struggle between autonomy and
interdependence that adolescents have to continuously grapple with.

Sugimura (2020) asserted the need to study identity development in non-Western
contexts. Focusing on Japan, the author emphasizes the difference of identity
development in the individualistic Western context, and Japan, that is characterized
by an individualistic collectivism. He stated that “the identity development process
in Japanese adolescents differs from that of western adolescents in its instability and
uncertainty. . . Japanese youth have to navigate adolescence in a paradoxical context
in which their emerging individualism is not supported by a society that clings to
traditions and cultural homogeneity. . . Identity development for Japanese adoles-
cents thus includes managing contradictions between self and society” (p. 76).

Another significant dimension of identity is their religious identity. In most cases,
religious identity is an assigned aspect of their identity. Assigned identities refer to
those aspects of identity that an individual cannot or does not actively choose. These
are ascribed to the individual by birth. One’s religion in most countries is assigned to
the adolescent by virtue of the country and family that he or she is born into.
Growing up, particularly in educated families, where rationality is valued, many of
the religious teachings begin to be questioned by adolescents. In accepting to
participate in religious rituals, many adolescents face the dilemma of adhering to
family traditions versus expressing their doubts and dilemmas, at the risk of sound-
ing immoral. In countries where religious proclamation is stronger, such as in
Afghanistan, adolescent voices are strongly stifled. Such fundamentalism may also
exist in temporal and regional pockets in other countries. Where countries strongly
advocate being non-religious or atheistic, religion may find spaces in personal
dimensions but have no opportunity for public expression. In any context, an
experience of stifling of voices and a feeling of being in the unaccepted minority
can make the identity exploration process difficult. Adolescent boys and girls in
traditional Muslim families in Indonesia are required to pray five times a day (Salat).
School education and university education include teaching religion as part of their
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curricula. Religious practice is thus a significant marker of their identity (Mikarsa,
2011).

Lifestyle Choices

Embarking on the journey to discover oneself, adolescents attempt to express
themselves in various ways. The clothes they wear, the devices they carry, the
songs they listen to, and what they post on social media are all indicators of their
mindsets and choices. Much of this is cultural. While popular clothing brands in the
Indian subcontinent continue to host an ethnic wear section, much of the everyday
wear is impacted by styles adopted from the Western world. Teenagers follow the
latest fashion trends of national and international celebrities, and except for occa-
sional festivals and celebrations, ethnic wear does not form a part of a teenager’s
wardrobe. This is equally true for boys and girls. Yet, there are clear boundaries
drawn around what is acceptable as Western wear. Clothes that fit too tight or reveal
too much skin are frowned upon by family. At the same time, when Korean dramas
and K-pop bands became favorites in South Korea, they were followed by equal
enthusiasm by teenagers sporting their favorite celebrities’ brand logo or name on
their clothes, or devices as wall papers or stickers. In keeping up with the trends,
teenagers cross barriers of nations and languages to understand cultures that are alien
to them. Across countries, the culture of consumerism is visible in line with a market
economy.

Much of Asia is characterized by linguistic diversity. In addition to their native
languages, most adolescents are well versed in at least one foreign language, mostly
that of their erstwhile colonizers. Some countries such as Japan continue to focus on
Japanese, but adolescents in many parts of Asia looking to study abroad invariably
choose to learn English. English continues to be seen as a language of aspiration, for
the best opportunities within the nation and at the international level. Social class,
linguistic diversity, and regional contexts have significant influence on lifestyle and
assertion of choices. Most countries in Asia, including China, India, Indonesia, and
Japan, present contrasting imagery of adolescents in rural and urban spaces. Ado-
lescent girls, particularly, are expected to fit into traditional roles at home and
community. However, urban spaces provide education, career options, and a modern
lifestyle that is akin to their counterparts in urban spaces across the world
(Saraswathi, 1999; Mikarsa, 2011). Migration from rural to urban areas is signifi-
cantly present in Thailand, Indonesia, and the Philippines. Twenty percent of the
adolescent population is still seen in rural areas. In Bangkok, Jakarta, and Manila,
20% of the adolescent population lives in metropolitan areas (UNICEF, 2006).

Thus, the lifestyle choices of adolescents in Asia are increasingly marked by
international influences. This is partly possible because of the increased awareness of
adolescents about other cultures as also of current trends. Access to the Internet
through smartphones and use of social media have enabled them to follow world
trends and adopt them in their everyday lives. OTT platforms and video-sharing
websites have broadened the exposure of adolescents to a variety of shows and
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movies that transcend national and cultural boundaries. Being aware of and follow-
ing the latest trends are a way for adolescents in Asia to be accepted by their peers
and remain popular in their social circle. This acceptance comes at the cost of being
at a greater distance from family members.

Parents often complain about the excessive use of technology and engagement
with social media by their children. With the cultural variation in preferences of
music and TV shows, this communication gulf between parents and adolescents
widens further. It appears at the outset more as a problem for parents. But adolescents
themselves are not unfazed by this. For one, their engagement with media and the
enticing exposure it provides is not from their family. Second, finding things in
common when parents do not understand their interests is equally difficult for them.
They experience further conflict in meeting social expectations when they are drawn
to new ideas and values but have to restrict themselves to the choices of their family
kinship. Conflict between generations is a common feature during adolescence
across Asia and the rest of the world. Yet, in Asia, the adolescents’ need to catch
up with theWestern world has driven them further away from their parents, adding to
the experience of conflict. Further, the collectivist culture prevalent in many Asian
counties does not look favorably toward adolescents struggling to carve their own
identity as distinct and independent of their parents. This aggravates the turmoil and
conflict for both parents and adolescents.

As a life stage in any case, adolescence is characterized by exploration in an
attempt to consolidate one’s sense of identity. By making lifestyle choices that do not
meet the standards and expectations upheld by their family and society, adolescents
sometimes make a statement of being free from social pressures. Besides appearance
and media engagement, experimentation with lifestyle choices also includes
smoking, alcohol, and substance abuse. In Indonesia, although rites of passage for
transition into adolescence are not practiced, circumcision for adolescent boys is still
practiced by some traditional families. Families in urban Indonesia tend to practice
circumcision of boys at younger ages, sometimes during infancy (Mikarsa, 2011).
Obermeyer (2015) reported an increasing use of tobacco among adolescents in the
Arab world. The trend is more prevalent among boys than girls. Substance abuse
including cigarette smoking, alcohol, and drugs begins during high school. Adoles-
cents also experiment in relationships often through dating apps and try to under-
stand their own sexual identity. It is through these experiments that they push the
boundaries for what is acceptable to them and to the society.

Future Dreams and Aspirations

One of the key questions that Erikson put forth for the life stage of adolescence was
“where do I want to go?” Thus, future orientation is indicative of the universal
explorations of goals, ambitions, aspirations, and dreams, and we focus here more
specifically on the dreams and aspirations of Asian adolescents.

Crossing national boundaries for higher education or work is part of the aspira-
tional structure of middle and upper-class Asian families across countries. Children
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and adolescents from affluent families living in big cities work toward taking
admission in international universities, aiming for the best in the world. Adolescents
from the middle economic class, aware of the high cost of higher education, work
toward getting scholarships so that they can study in the best universities. Their
identities are based on seeking empowerment, freedom, and professional success in
tune with the individualism of the developed world (UNICEF, 2006). Children from
economically privileged backgrounds in mostly developing Asian countries are
acutely aware of a good university degree as their ticket to an affluent life. As they
move outside their homes and cross national boundaries for studies or work, their
lifestyle further changes to incorporate the changes required to adjust to the Western
world. They strive toward a more global identity than that which signifies their
cultural and national roots. Most adolescents experience a sense of being torn
between individualistic values of their new home and the collectivist culture in
which they have grown up. Thus, as they realize their dreams, take charge of their
lives, and make decisions independently, they are still strongly rooted within their
families and often continue to prioritize the needs of their families and communities
over individual needs. Even as the world shrinks for them, their identities as Asians
and the specific countries or ethnic group that they belong to continues to hold
meaning for them.

Adolescents from lower-middle and lower-economic-class families aspire to
move toward the middle and upper classes, often within their own countries.
Many from underprivileged backgrounds in developing Asian countries continue
to believe that they do not have the right to dream big. In the Indian subcontinent, the
interface of class, caste, and gender also places limitations on access to opportunities
and facilities. Most adolescents facing economic disadvantage learn quickly to take
on household responsibilities, and the immediacy of the need to earn a living is
accepted as a reality. In India, for example, 43% of girls drop out of school before
completing secondary education. The causes of dropping out include taking on
household duties, sibling care, and marriage. Further, when schools are far away
from home, the lack of safety enroute and the need to help the family with
supplementary income (UNICEF, n.d.) aggravate the problems. Their dreams of a
lavish lifestyle are thwarted early by the reality of family responsibility and a lack of
exposure to options and opportunities. Many thus make do with wanting to uplift
themselves to a middle-class lifestyle. Once again, this is not an individual dream.
The dreams include what can be done for the family, and any vision of the future
includes everyone close to them. In many Asian societies, family remains the context
with most influences on youth, reinforced by a high value of family solidarity held
by youths. For example, “Among Filipino adolescents, there is a commonly held
belief that close, warm ties among family members must be maintained, and that
sacrifices should be made for the greater good of the family” (Maria, 2002, p. 177).

A vision for the future is inspired by the people around them. While the imme-
diate family strongly influences the options one considers, peers and media also are
vital sources of information and provide role models to adolescents looking for their
place in the world. Role models are not just local and national but those working at a
global level as well. With people demonstrating success at early ages, and striving
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toward success at even earlier ages, adolescents in their pre- and early teens begin to
dream of a life of luxury and fame. Their engagement with media and the images it
portrays can sometimes be damaging and make them feel like a victim of circum-
stances. Where family is not able to support their striving for this popular image that
they want to translate into reality for themselves, adolescents can be left to feel
shattered and undervalued.

Media

There is nothing that has changed the world of adolescents as significantly as has the
access to and engagement with media. With greater access to print and electronic
media, information on the Internet is easily available through affordable devices that
families provide and also for personal use. Many adolescents including those in Asia
own personal smartphones that have led to ease of communication and maximized
exposure to the world at large. Fashion, news, social issues, fame, and trending
videos have become accessible to them. This is supplemented with the idea that
anyone can become a content creator and achieve fame and success. Reality televi-
sion that includes game shows, talent competitions, and locked-in home social
experiments has also provided opportunities to Asian adolescents to believe in a
fairy tale world that promises riches and success. While on the one hand this has led
them to develop aspirations, hone their talents, and work hard toward making their
dreams a reality, on the other hand, the partial understanding of what makes a global
role model and the hard work that goes into it has created a sense of delusion that
often ends in disappointment.

Engagement with media has also led to an early adultification. Adolescents tend
to ape the fashion trends of the adult world. Their behavior and everyday lives are
also akin to the adult world. This leads to a feeling of disconnect between their true
feelings and the image that they portray. Their profiles on social media revolve
around uploading photographs clicked through a filtered lens, air brushed, and
portraying a life that is likable, even if it is unreal. Interactions on online friends
are also often devoid of reality. It is easy to portray an image online that is not real
since there is a barrier between peers. These relationships temporarily give a feeling
of being accepted, but adolescents soon realize the lack of authenticity in these and
live with anxiety and fear that results from not being their true selves in front of
anyone. Digital detoxification has also become a trend to deal with seemingly unreal
online relationships.

Although media including social media and gaming have become addictive and
have many negative impacts on one’s sense of self and well-beings, these have also
provided easy access to learning. Information is available at the click of a button and
at all places and times. This has increased the width of knowledge of adolescents.
Engagement with media seems a universal trend across Asian countries and the rest
of the world. The difference exists within the countries more than across them. Many
Asian countries are marked by widespread income inequalities. These result in
variations in access to Internet, television, and print media. Exposure in some
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regions is much more limited than in many urban spaces within the same country. In
other words, experiences of adolescents will vary across urban, semi-urban, and rural
spaces within Asian countries.

Relationships

Given the many changes that take place during adolescence and the volatility that
accompanies them, relationships at this stage are of vital importance. However, with
that comes the challenge of managing relationships. Adolescents tend to be very
close to their peers and share friendships based on empathy, care, and commonality
of purpose. Peers understand them much better. With phones and Internet providing
ready access to peers, they end up spending more time with them than they do with
their families. However, the relationship with their peers has the ambivalent char-
acteristic of being both comforting and stressful.

They turn to their peers in looking for acceptance for who they are. An explora-
tion of their own identities leads them to imitate their peers and experiment with
different roles. The fear of not being accepted and flowing with the popular trends is
confounded by the need to find one’s unique individuality. Body image conscious-
ness, amplified by air-brushed images of super models that the media is replete with,
is accompanied by stereotyping, name-calling, and bullying. Adolescents are also
easily affected by low confidence and social anxiety with some extreme cases
suffering from eating disorders such as anorexia and bulimia. With the Internet
pervading their lives, online bullying and harassment have increased manifold.

While the relationships with peers is full of struggle, it is not much easier in their
own homes. They have an intense urge to be autonomous and free but also want the
love, protection, and comfort of the home. Parents tend to become enemies and
friends, and there is an unpredictable see-saw type of relationship. Peers understand
this conflict much better than parents do, and so the inevitable story that parents
narrate is about the shifting loyalties of their adolescent children.

While these universal trends are equally applicable to Asia, the unique and
varying contexts of Asian countries accentuate greater dimensions to relationships.
Adolescents in most Asian countries continue to live in joint family structures. A few
decades ago, there was an increasing trend of people migrating to urban spaces in
search of jobs. This led to the rise in nuclear families. However, this trend did not
impact the connections and relations with the extended family. Those remained
intact, once again highlighting the importance of the familial context in Asia. In
fact, in urban spaces in India, what is now seen is the revival of the joint family.
Kakar (2006) expressed the view that this trend is due to the convenience afforded by
the presence of grandparents at home to look after children. Parents are able to look
after ageing grandparents and children at the same time. This also ensures that
children grow up inheriting family and cultural values through stories from their
grandparents.

In most of the Asian countries, “households are increasingly nuclear, extended
family members often live nearby and are often included in daily activities and
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practices. . . In Philippines, we find this system of family relations characterised by
mutual cooperation. Within the household, we are likely to find grandparents, aunts
or uncles and older siblings sharing the responsibility of caring for children and
assisting in household work” (Maria, 2002, p. 176). The same pattern of extended
family cooperation can be observed in Malaysia and countries in the Indian subcon-
tinent. During adolescence, this relationship also gets strained. As adolescents strive
to carve out their sense of self and identity through their lifestyle choices, grandpar-
ents and parents are often left flummoxed with the experiments of the younger
generation and raise several questions about them. The need to be answerable to
ageing grandparents and parents usually leaves adolescents frustrated.

Except for the affluent families who can afford domestic help, most families
expect adolescents to participate in domestic chores and take on responsibilities.
This ranges from setting up the dinner table to cooking and taking care of their
younger siblings. Adolescents are thus required to balance their time between work
at home, studies, and personal interests.

Another key area for adolescents is romantic relationships. As they struggle to
understand their emotions toward others, they often do not find the support system in
friends and families to be honest about expressing their feelings. In most Asian
countries, dating during school years and sometimes even through college is
frowned upon. As a result, adolescents grow up with a sense of guilt for experiencing
attraction toward the opposite gender. These are magnified for adolescents who are
bisexual or homosexual. While experimentation with sexuality is as much a part of
adolescence as other aspects of life, the taboos and morality associated with issues of
sexuality make it difficult for adolescents to accept their own thoughts and feelings.
In countries and families that emphasize religion and associate sexuality with
immoral and anti-religious behavior, adolescents experience a sense of shame,
remorse, and self-doubt at their thoughts.

Experimentation during adolescence also forces adolescents to learn to draw
boundaries. With increasing peer pressure, they are often pressurized to giving in
to ideas and activities that their peers are participating in. Sometimes, the need to be
accepted by their peers also leads them to agree to activities that they know will not
be approved of by their families or they are themselves not interested in. This leads
to a conflict between assertion of their individuality and conformity to social norms.

Conclusion

This chapter has reviewed current trends and literature and developed a kaleido-
scopic image of adolescence using an Asian perspective. Despite universal trends of
early onset of puberty, age- based understanding of adolescence, and the quest for
understanding self and identity, the contextual dimensions of adolescence remain
significant across Asia. In discussing the perspectives on adolescence as a life stage,
the prominence of adolescence as the stage between childhood and adolescence has
been highlighted. At the same time, it is important to take note of the debates among
developmental psychologists about blurred boundaries of the life stage of
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adolescence (Fig. 1). The works of Mead and Freeman further highlight the cultural
contextualization of adolescence through their debate on adolescence as experienced
in Western societies and girls’ experience in the Samoan tribe. Besides contextual-
ization, key debates around universalism and cultural relativism and experience of a
singular adolescence or multiple adolescences are also important issues.

In light of universal and contextual debates and diversity, there is a commonality
of culture that binds most Asian countries and regions. Family values, community
living, and a sense of collectivism continue to be dominant influences in the
development of values, choices, and decision-making in all aspects of personal
and professional importance. These in turn are strongly influenced by exposure to
the global world through media, education, and work opportunities.

Further, adolescents in Asia “continue to hold family centred goals, which give
them a sense of participation and competence with the family and community”
(Maria, 2002, p. 203). At the same time, their life worlds keep expanding and
embrace multiple contexts as they move out for higher education, jobs, and other
life pursuits. There is thus a clear case here for life skills education in an institution-
alized form that prepares them for these challenges and transitions. Decision-
making, effective communication, negotiation, managing stress, building facilitative
interpersonal relationships, and having a firm sense of direction in one’s life are the
life skills that adolescents require to learn and imbibe. Life skills education must find
space in the school curriculum from the stage of early adolescence.

In the same stead, because puberty triggers the process of becoming adult like and
launches the growing individual in the adolescent world, it is important that adoles-
cence education is made integral to the school curriculum. As children grow closer in
age to adolescence, they require preparation for what is in store for them. The bodily
changes, emergence of sexuality and identity, heightened emotionality, autonomy
strivings, rebellion against authority, I-centeredness, lifestyle choices including
dreams and aspirations, and the need for peer support and the influence of media
that characterize adolescence are real phenomena (Fig. 1). These significant devel-
opmental themes highlight that adolescence warrant continuous support, education,
mentoring, and guidance and counseling are required. Giving legitimate space to
these issues in schools and even institutions of higher education, given the expansive
age span that adolescence maps, should be a focal concern in Asia and also every
country.

Additionally, the vulnerability of adolescents to substance misuse, media, and
Internet addiction, the dangers of living in a self-constructed virtual world, being
drawn toward a ruthless pursuit of risk and adventure needs, and lack of knowledge
about love, sexuality, and romance also need to be recognized and addressed through
institutionalized systems and considered in the educational process. What must be
acknowledged is that adolescents must have someone to talk to about all the issues
that they struggle with. Teachers, mentors, and counselors can be these persons, and
educational institutions need to play a major role as facilitative space. These
identified developmental themes may help provide insights for the planning of
these educative experience for adolescence and consideration of how these issues
are addressed.
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A final image in the kaleidoscope of adolescence in Asia that is unique and sets
Asia apart from the rest of the world is the struggle between individual needs and
pursuits on the one hand and the pressure to conform to social and cultural expec-
tations on the other. It is like a conflict between traditionalism and modernity in
many ways. Adolescents end up treading a tight rope in balancing the two.
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5.1  INTRODUCTION 

Climate, in simple language, is the weather condition over a period of time, 
generally in the range of 25–30 years. Climate change is a major threat in 
the 21st century and has captured the attention of the global community. It 
is directly addressed in the United Nations; Sustainable Development Goal 
13 related to climate action. It is concerned with taking immediate actions 
to combat climate change and to reduce its impact on communities. Climate 
change drives many stressors and interacts with many non-climatic stressors, 
which make it difficult to forecast outcomes in general other than existing 
threats to agricultural productivity, soil erosion and pests which are likely to 
be stressed on changing climatic pattern (USGCRP 2009). 
	 Climate change has serious environmental, economic, and social impact. 
The potential fallouts of climatic variability are increasing temperature, erratic 
rainfall, unpredictable impact on agricultural ecosystem and occurrence of 
extreme events. The changing pattern also affects the viability of livelihoods of 
the rural poor, particularly, where farmer’s livelihood is dependent on natural 
resources. The capital of Sikkim, Gangtok has witnessed a rise in temperature 
at the rate of 0.4–0.5°C per decade which means that the temperature here has 
risen by 1–1.5°C since 1980 (SAPCC 2011–12). Further agro-forestry systems 
are agricultural systems that use trees and shrubs in land management, crop and 
animal production. An estimated 30% of the global rural population practices 
agro-forestry (Zomer, Trabucco and Coe, et al. 2009 Branca, et al. 2011). It 
involves various complex relationships among coping mechanism, mitigation, 
and adaptation. It has been found that agro-forestry practices could provide 
and enhance key ecosystem services such as water conservation, improved 
micro-climate conditions, enhances soil productivity, conserves and controls 
other pests and diseases, and promotes nutrient cycling. It has also been seen 
and observed over the world that agro-forestry has the potential to combat 

L e a r n i n g  O B J e c t i v e S
After studying this chapter, you will be able to:

  Get an overview of power plants and the associated energy conversion issues
  Understand the relevance of coal-based power plant as a utility service
  Know about the sustainability aspects: resource consumption and environmental impacts
  Understand the general operation principles of a power plant as an integrated system
  Learn about the layout of a modern coal-based power plant

Need of Energy Conversion Technologies and Role of Coal Based 
Power Plants: An Overview

1.1 Need of Energy ConverSion
Energy is available in nature in different forms. Some forms of energy are useful directly as it is available 
in nature and while some are not suitable to be used directly as available in nature. For example, clothes 
or food grains are usefully dried in direct sunlight, using available sunshine (solar heat energy) in nature. 
During a sunny daytime, all our open air activities are naturally ‘lighted’ by the sun and we need no artifi cial 
lighting. Wind blows naturally. It may be used to fl y kites, move boats with sails, etc. Unfortunately, some of 
the naturally available forms of energy cause natural disasters if these are not controllable by human beings 
and of very large intensity. Cyclones are such natural disasters, with huge energy outbreaks of moving wind. 
Lightning is another, with high voltage electricity fl ow. Any naturally available form of energy is called 
primary energy. Though use of these primary energies for the benefi t of mankind is not always possible, these 
primary energies are essentially all sorts of energies available on earth. However, according to the principle 
of energy conservation, one form of energy may be converted to another using a suitable developed method, 
with total amount of energy always being conserved. These converted forms of energy from any primary 
energy are called secondary energies. Useful conversions of primary energy into secondary energy are the 
keys to human civilization and are considered very valuable technologies.
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