
Positive Youth Development

Origins, Research and Concepts
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OVERHEAD [2] What is positive youth development? There are many definitions out there with different language, but very little difference in meaning. I want to give you our working definition of positive youth development so that we have a common base we can work from. This will be a very brief and simplified overview of the main bodies of research and thinking that led to positive youth development and its key principles. 



Prevention Research:

What predicts and prevents 
poor health outcomes?
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OVERHEAD [2] Prevention science is a very large body of research that has investigated the question: How can we predict and prevent negative behaviors? You have heard of risk factors – all the conditions and factors that increase the likelihood of negative behaviors such as violence, risky sexual behaviors, school failure and drop out. You have also heard about protective factors – all the experiences, conditions that buffer the effect of risk factors and increase the likelihood of positive behaviors. We have learned a lot from prevention research. 



Risk Factors:  Community

Availability of Drugs X X
Availability of Firearms X X
Community Laws and Norms Favorable 
Toward Drug Use, Firearms, and Crime

X X X

Media Portrayals of Violence X X
Transitions and Mobility X X
Low Neighborhood Attachment and 
Community Disorganization

X X X

Extreme Economic Deprivation X X X X X
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OVERHEAD [2] Catalano and Hawkins from Washington University have synthesized these research findings in their Communities That Care model. They identified 20 risk factors that predict the increased probability of five youth behavior issues we are concerned about: substance abuse, delinquency, teen pregnancy, school drop-out and violence. Risk factors are organized in domains: community, school, family and individual/peer group. For example, this slide lists the community risk factors that are shown to indicate increased probability for some of those behaviors. As you can see economic deprivation is a risk factor that could lead to all of those behaviors. The overall focus of prevention research has been on risk reduction and problem prevention. 



Resiliency Research:

What explains success 
despite the odds?
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OVERHEAD [2] Another body of research that greatly influenced positive youth development is resiliency research. Investigation has shifted to the question: Why do many  young people do well despite the negative environment in which they live; despite the risk factors they have to face? Much of the research is based on longitudinal studies that have followed groups of individuals over years from childhood to adulthood.



Results of Resiliency Research

INDIVIDUAL TRAITS
• Social Competence
• Problem Solving Skills
• Autonomy
• Sense of Purpose, Belief 

in a Bright Future

ENVIRONMENTAL TRAITS
• Caring Relationships
• High Expectations
• Opportunities for 

Participation
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Presentation Notes
	 OVERHEAD [2] 	Here are the results of Emmy Werner’s study that followed close to 600 people over 40 years. As you can see there are individual traits and skills such as social competence, problem solving skills, autonomy, and a sense of purpose and belief in a bright future. The external or environmental factors are caring relationships, high expectations and opportunities for meaningful participation. The findings have been replicated in various other longitudinal studies. These are the protective factors that buffer the effects of risk factors.  The key finding is that resilient people use or benefit from protective factors in ways that overcome risks and create success in adverse situations. 



Youth Development Research:

What predicts
and promotes thriving?
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OVERHEAD [2] A more recent body of research has taken a different direction and has investigated the question: What makes young people succeed? Peter Benson and his colleagues at the Search Institute in Minneapolis have synthesized the research on adolescent development. They identified 40 assets or building blocks that young people need to thrive, to become successful productive adults.



Search Institute’s  
The Origin of “Assets”

External Assets
• Support
• Empowerment
• Boundaries and 

Expectations
• Constructive Use of 

Time

Internal Assets
• Commitment to 

Learning
• Positive Values
• Social Competencies
• Positive Identity

Presenter
Presentation Notes
OVERHEAD [2] The building blocks or assets are experiences, values, skills and opportunities young people need to develop to their full potential.  They are grouped as external, those traits communities, schools, and families need to provide, and internal, those traits the individual brings to the table.As you can see the findings from both research bodies, prevention and resiliency, have been incorporated. The Search Institute has used a survey for 6-12 graders to create an assessment/ a snap shot of how young people in a community are doing at a given time. On average, less than half of the young people in a community have 20 or more assets. The message is clear – we have to build more assets. 



Relationship of Assets to 
Negative Outcomes
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OVERHEAD [2] One of Search’s important contributions to the field has been to demonstrate a direct relationship between assets and outcomes. This slide shows the relationship between assets and negative outcomes; the fewer assets the more likely you will see negative behavior such as alcohol use and violence.These findings are based on a data set that by now includes over 200,000 high school students.



Thriving Indicators by Asset Level
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OVERHEAD [2] Similarly, the more assets a young person has, the more likely he or she is to succeed in school and make healthy behavior choices.The strength of the asset building model is that it makes sense and it is easily understandable. Communities can mobilize around the survey findings. 



Risk and Protective 
Factors at Work

Protective 
Factors

Risk
Factors

Positive 
Outcomes
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OVERHEAD [2] There is a theme that emerges from these 3 research areas:Build protective factors – reduce risk factors – this will lead to positive outcomes. 



National Research Council (2002)

Features of Positive Developmental Settings
Physical and Psychological Safety

Appropriate Structures
Supportive Relationships
Opportunities to Belong
Positive Social Norms

Support for Efficacy and Mattering
Opportunities for Skill Building

Integration of Family, School and Community Efforts
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OVERHEAD [2] Here is another body of research that influences and supports positive youth development. The National Research Council researched community based youth development programs and identified 8 features that are key elements of effective youth development settings. As you can see several of the categories validate the importance of some of the findings we just  talked about: caring, supportive relationships, positive social norms, opportunities for meaningful participation (mattering, skill building). 



“Problem free is not fully prepared.

Fully prepared is not fully engaged.”

Karen Pittman
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OVERHEAD [2] Research is important but you need a theory that puts it in perspective. Karen Pittman is the theoretician who pulled it all together. She is able to illustrate her thinking in catchy slogans. Most of you have heard:  “Problem free is not fully prepared and fully prepared is not fully engaged”. This seems to capture the central message of positive youth development.



What is Positive Youth 
Development?

A philosophy or approach
that guides communities in the
way they organize programs

and supports so that young people 
can develop to their full potential!
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OVERHEAD [2] Finally – here is our definition of positive youth development:“Positive youth development is the philosophy that guides communities in the way they organize programs and supports so that young people can develop to their full potential.”



Key Principles of 
Youth Development

• Positive Outcomes
• Youth Voice
• Strategies Aim To Involve All Youth
• Long Term Involvement
• Community Involvement
• Focus On Collaboration
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OVERHEAD [2] Reviewing the literature, we identified the following key youth development principles:Positive outcomes – We are shifting from preventing problems to creating positive outcomes such as competencies, connections and caring relationships,  positive values and expectations, meaningful participation. This also means that we use a strength based approach.Youth voice – We are working with young people not for them. We have to engage young people as partners, create youth adult partnerships, and listen to their expertise and perspective. Involve all young people – As a community we need to provide support and opportunities to all young people, not just to the “high risk”, targeted groups or the high achieving group. That does not mean we do not provide additional support to young people who face extra challengesLong-term involvement – As a community we have to support young people throughout their development (20 years) adjusting to their changing developmental needs. It also means 24 hours a day seven days a week.Community involvement – Young people are surrounded by different environments:  community, neighborhoods, school, friends, family and now the internet. Other non-traditional community sectors need to be involved such as businesses, faith communities, civic organizations.Collaboration – Youth development is not a program delivered by one provider. YD is bringing different community sectors and partners together. Collaborative strategies need to be developed and emphasized.



Traditional 
Approach

Positive Youth 
Development

Adapted from Karen Pittman

Participation

Preparation

Prevention

Intervention

Crisis

Shared 
Leadership
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OVERHEAD [2] Using Karen Pittman’s thinking cap, this is how youth development differs from youth services:There a different layers of youth work; the bottom three are what we often call tertiary, secondary and primary prevention – this has been our main focus for a long time: treatment and problem prevention. Positive youth development is moving beyond that to preparation or skill building, meaningful participation to shared leadership (effective youth adult partnership)This was a very brief overview of key concepts and research areas that influenced positive youth development. Any questions or comments?
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