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Abstract

The article examines the features of Young Adult (YA) literature as a significant
phenomenon of contemporary mass culture. It analyzes the reasons for the rapid growth in
popularity of adolescent and youth prose since the late 20th century, as well as its thematic,
genre, and poetic characteristics. Special attention is paid to the transformation of the target
audience, the expansion of age boundaries, and the increasing complexity of thematic issues. It is
demonstrated that YA literature goes beyond the limits of “teen reading,” addressing universal
questions of identity, socialization, and value choice, which ensures its relevance among readers
of different ages.
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Young Adult Literature (for a young audience)

Literature aimed at teenagers and young adults—Young Adult (YA)—has gained enormous
importance in the 21st century and has extended far beyond its original target audience. The term
“young adult” refers to books about young protagonists dealing with the challenges of growing
up. Although literature for adolescents has existed for a long time, it was in the 1990s that it
experienced rapid growth and commercial success.

The first harbingers of the new wave were the series Harry Potter, Twilight, and The
Hunger Games. These works won not only the hearts of teenagers but also of adults, giving rise
to a major cultural phenomenon. It then became clear that YA is not a niche but a mainstream
form of literature. Young adult novels attract readers all over the world: they regularly appear on
bestseller lists, are adapted into films, and become viral topics on social media.

What characterizes YA literature? Typically, the main characters are teenagers or young
adults (in Russia, YA is often considered to cover ages 14-30, while in Western contexts it is
usually narrower—up to about 18). The themes revolve around first experiences: first love, self-
discovery, conflicts with society and parents, and personal development. These plots resonate
with young people but are also interesting to older generations, who revisit their own past
experiences with a sense of nostalgia. A distinctive feature of YA is its emotional intensity,
dynamic plot, and vivid characters. Readers appreciate that “something is always happening” in
these books and that they avoid overly prolonged reflections—this is what distinguishes YA
from “adult” prose.

Interestingly, there have also been shifts within YA itself. Initially, protagonists were
mostly school-aged characters; today, many authors write about characters aged 18-20 and older,
as the YA audience itself has matured and does not want to part with the genre. This broadens
the thematic scope: alongside first love, themes such as career choice, the search for meaning in
life, and independence emerge.
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Genre-wise, YA is extremely diverse. YA fantasy is one of the largest segments (magical
worlds with teenage protagonists, for example, Six of Crows). Romantic drama ranges from
sentimental stories to socially significant narratives (for example, The Fault in Our Stars about
relationships between seriously ill teenagers). Science fiction and dystopian YA include The
Maze Runner and Divergent. Realistic YA fiction addresses bullying, self-identity, and mental
health issues (for instance, All the Bright Places about teenage depression).

The stereotype of YA as “non-serious literature” is gradually disappearing. Many YA
novels address crucial social issues such as tolerance and racism (for example, The Hate U Give
about racial injustice). While the language may be simpler and the plots more engaging, the
thematic concerns are far from trivial. Essentially, YA has become both a way to reach younger
audiences and a means for that generation to express its voice to the world.

Commercially, the YA segment is one of the most successful. Publishers create
specialized imprints, and major literary awards include YA categories. Books sell in millions of
copies, and key series are translated into dozens of languages. Among popular works are also His
Dark Materials and Percy Jackson. Interest in YA literature is also growing steadily among
Russian-speaking readers.

Why do adults read YA? Probably because of the universality of its themes—identity
formation, friendship, hope, and rebellion against systems are relevant at any age. Moreover,
these books attract readers with their sincerity and emotional openness, often lacking in “adult”
literature. Thus, YA has firmly established itself not only in teenage reading practices but also in
the broader cultural landscape.
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