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    Chapter 9   
 The Five Cs Model of Positive Youth 
Development 

                G.     John     Geldhof     ,     Edmond     P.     Bowers     ,     Megan     K.     Mueller     , 
    Christopher     M.     Napolitano     ,     Kristina     Schmid     Callina     ,     Katie     J.     Walsh     , 
    Jacqueline     V.     Lerner     , and     Richard     M.     Lerner    

         Adolescence is a period of pronounced physical, psychological, and social growth. 
Conventional wisdom suggests that young people have diffi culties adapting to these 
changes and, as such, adolescence has been described as a period of “storm and 
stress” (Hall,  1904 ). Early psychotherapists viewed strife, angst, and discord as 
such inevitable characteristics of adolescent development that many went so far as 
to pathologize adolescents who remain “good children” (Freud,  1958 , p. 264). 

 The assumption that adolescents experience inevitable storm and stress promoted 
the view that young people are problems to be managed (Roth & Brooks- Gunn, 
 2003 ). Accordingly, policies and programs were designed to rein in juvenile crime, 
substance use, poverty, out-of-wedlock births, and other potentially maladaptive 
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outcomes (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins,  2004 ). These “defi cit-
oriented” programs (i.e., that focused on what young people should  not  be doing) 
met little success, however. By the 1990s practitioners, policy makers, and researchers 
began to abandon strictly defi cit-oriented perspectives, instead favoring programs 
that also fostered young people’s strengths (Catalano et al.,  2004 ). Rather than just 
telling adolescents what they should not do, the growing consensus was that we 
must also teach adolescents what positive things they can do and highlight the 
positive things they are already doing. By the end of the 1990s, these ideas had 
coalesced into the positive youth development (PYD) perspective. 

 The PYD perspective has since played an important role in both research and 
practice. The breadth of the PYD perspective’s impact is perhaps best illustrated by 
Hamilton’s ( 1999 ) description of PYD as including (a) models of human develop-
ment, (b) philosophies that underpin youth programs, and (c) actual instances of 
youth development programs. Prominent resources provide detailed discussions of 
PYD based on this tripartite description (e.g., Lerner, Phelps, Forman, & Bowers, 
 2009 ; Lerner & Lerner,  2012 ; Lerner, Lerner, Bowers, & Geldhof,  2015 ), and each 
of the many manifestations of the PYD perspective has something unique to offer. 
Among the theories of PYD, R. M. Lerner, J. V. Lerner, and colleagues’ Five Cs 
Model of PYD has received perhaps the most consistent empirical support. Due to 
space constraints, and the scope of the present book, we therefore limit our discus-
sion to this model (see Lerner et al.  2013 ,  2009  for discussions of alternative theo-
ries). In the present chapter we introduce the Five Cs Model, discuss issues related 
to its measurement (including a description of two PYD measures), describe how 
the Five Cs develop across adolescence, and provide key takeaways and concrete 
recommendations for policy makers and practitioners. 

    The Five Cs Model 

 Relying on accessible terms used by practitioners, parents, and young people when 
discussing positive development, the Five Cs Model emphasizes fi ve “Cs” that 
characterize positive development:

•     Competence : Young people live in complex environments that include, but are not 
limited to, their schools, places of worship, families, peer groups, extracurricular 
programs, and workplaces. Positively developing youth must competently navigate 
these contexts and make the most out of resources that these contexts provide.  

•    Confi dence : Youth gain a sense of confi dence when they are able to successfully 
navigate their contexts. Confi dent youth believe they can overcome obstacles and 
can have a meaningful impact on the world around them.  

•    Character : Positively developing youth internalize and respect social norms, 
appreciate standards of proper behavior, and have a well-formed sense of right 
and wrong. These youth act appropriately, even when nobody else is around.  

•    Caring : “Positive development” means more than just acting in one’s own inter-
ests; thriving youth also show empathy and sympathy for the feelings and 
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 experiences of others. Positively developing young people believe that caring for 
those around them is important.  

•    Connection : Positive development occurs when young people are valued, integral 
members of their communities. For instance, they must be positively connected to 
their peers, families, schools, and communities. These connections enable young 
people to improve their own lives and improve the lives of those around them.    

 Young people exhibit the Five Cs of PYD when their personal strengths align 
with the resources and opportunities afforded by their environments. Thus, promot-
ing PYD requires policies and programs that build adolescents’ skill sets (e.g., critical 
thinking, social skills), promote their ability to apply those skills [e.g., by improving 
adolescents’ future orientation, increasing their optimism and hope for the future 
(Chap.   5    ), and enhancing their ability to self-regulate their actions to reach their 
goals (Chaps.   2     and   3    )], and improve the contextual resources they have access to 
[e.g.,       quality schools, safe locations where they can interact with peers, mentors, 
opportunities of civic engagement (Chaps.   1    ,   6    ,   4    ,   7    , and   8    )]. 

 Promoting PYD in this way has two consequences. First, youth who exhibit the 
Five Cs display lower levels of risk and problem behaviors, including substance use, 
delinquency, and depression. Promoting PYD, however, is not synonymous with 
preventing problem behaviors. Positively developing youth can, and often do, 
engage in traditionally “problematic” behaviors such as alcohol use and sexual 
activity. As such, programs and policies designed to support PYD can be imple-
mented either alone or in tandem with prevention-oriented efforts. A community 
grappling with elevated levels of adolescent substance abuse might take a two- 
pronged approach that attempts to decrease substance use while simultaneously 
giving young people the personal and contextual resources they need to thrive. 

 The second consequence of promoting PYD is that youth will be more likely to 
contribute to their community, the “sixth” C. Positively developing youth tend to 
internalize an other-oriented ideology and act in ways that strengthen the families, 
schools, and communities in which they live. The development of PYD therefore 
represents a reciprocal relationship between young people and their contexts. 
Supportive communities foster PYD, which in turn leads youth to actively engage 
in and support the communities where they live. 

 As a theory, the Five Cs model is well suited for informing policies and programs 
during the planning and implementation stages. However, evaluating the effective-
ness of such efforts requires a means for quantifying how strongly interventions, 
programs, and policies actually impact manifestations of the Cs, and in what ways. 
In other words, a program designed to improve the Five Cs is only useful to the 
extent that participating youth show increases in competence, confi dence, character, 
caring, and connection   . 

 Therefore, access to effi cient, reliable measures of the Five Cs is paramount for 
the success of youth development programs. Accordingly, researchers have designed 
several measures of the Five Cs, two of which have been shown to be especially 
useful: a questionnaire designed as part of the 4-H Study of Positive Youth 
Development (see the introductory chapter of this volume) and a set of “Growth 
Grids” designed to help adult mentors promote the Five Cs in their adolescent 
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mentees. In the remainder of this chapter, we focus specifi cally on these two tools. 
We fi rst describe the measures and discuss how they have informed the fi eld’s 
understanding of how PYD develops across adolescence. We next describe how 
practitioners can use these measures in their own programs and discuss the key fi nd-
ings from this research. We then conclude the chapter by translating existing 
research into specifi c recommendations and priority applications for policy makers 
and youth practitioners interested in promoting PYD in their communities.  

    Measuring the Five Cs 

 Measuring PYD is important for basic research, evaluating youth development pro-
grams and policies, and for optimizing the day-to-day interactions between mentors 
and mentees. As such, one of the key goals of the 4-H Study was to develop and 
validate measures of the Five Cs of PYD that could be used when assessing the 
outcomes associated with community-based programs. The PYD measure was 
developed using an extensive literature review and revision process to ensure that 
the measurement tool accurately refl ected the Five Cs model (Lerner et al.,  2005 ). 

 The PYD measure used in the 4-H Study began as a compilation of items drawn 
from a variety of existing sources. Items came from the Search Institute’s Profi les of 
Student Life: Attitudes and Behaviors (Benson, Leffert, Scales, & Blyth,  1998 ), the 
Self-Perception Profi le for Children (Harter,  1983 ) and Adolescents (Harter,  1988 ), 
the Teen Assessment Project (TAP) Survey Question Bank (Small & Rodgers,  1995 ), 
the Eisenberg Sympathy Scale (Eisenberg et al.,  1996 ), and the Interpersonal 
Reactivity Index (Davis,  1983 ). Members of the research team independently catego-
rized these items into each of the Five Cs and then compared and discussed their cat-
egorizations. When at least 80 % of the raters agreed that a question or set of questions 
represented a particular C, it was used as part of the measure (Lerner et al.,  2005 ). 

 Members of the research team distributed the Five Cs questionnaire as part of the 
fi rst wave of data collection of the 4-H Study (to youth in Grade 5; approximately 
10 years old) and used these data to confi rm that questionnaire items were optimally 
grouped according to the Five Cs. In other words, the team showed that the Five Cs 
model accurately represented the ways that youth responded to the questionnaire. 
These fi ndings indicated that each C is a broad umbrella term that unites several 
related facets of PYD. For example, Connection was comprised of connection to 
family, neighborhood, school, and peers. 

    The Five Cs Questionnaire 

 Over the course of the 4-H Study, several forms of the Five Cs questionnaire were 
developed and evaluated for use in practical applications. The Five Cs questionnaire 
allowed researchers and practitioners to compute scores for each of the Five Cs as 
well as an overall score for global PYD. There are separate versions of the full Five 
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Cs measure that are appropriate for use in adolescence: an 83-item scale designed 
for use with early adolescents (up to age 13) and a 78-item scale designed for use in 
middle/late adolescence (teenagers). Scoring protocols for these measures are avail-
able online at   http://ase.tufts.edu/iaryd/    . 

 The items in the two versions are largely interchangeable but are tailored to 
refl ect age-related differences between early and middle/late adolescence. Some of 
these differences include wording of items, such as “Some kids feel that they are 
very good at their schoolwork” compared to “Some teenagers feel that they are just 
as smart as others their age.” Other differences involve how different characteristics 
represent the Cs. For example, for younger adolescents, physical competence (how 
a youth feels about his or her abilities regarding physical activities, such as sports) 
is part of Competence; however, these abilities no longer refl ect competence in 
middle to late adolescence (   Geldhof et al.,  2014 ). On the other hand, a youth’s 
beliefs about his or her physical appearance are a part of Confi dence only in middle 
and late adolescence. This change may refl ect a developmental shift in how youth 
perceptions of physical appearance are different at various stages of development. 
For more information on how the PYD measure was developed and validated across 
Grades 5–12, see Lerner et al. ( 2005 ), Phelps et al. ( 2009 ), and Bowers et al. ( 2010 ).  

    The PYD Short and Very Short Forms 

 The full-length versions of the Five Cs questionnaire are useful for research 
purposes but are not practical for most applications. The full PYD measures provide 
a comprehensive understanding of youth thriving, but their length presents a serious 
limitation. Completing one of the full-length PYD questionnaires can exhaust many 
young people and therefore limits program evaluators’ ability to measure additional 
aspects of positive and problematic development (e.g., self-regulation skills, depres-
sion). Scoring the full measures also requires a substantial time investment, further 
limiting its practical usefulness in mentor-mentee relationships. 

 As the PYD perspective is adopted by more youth-serving practitioners and 
researchers, there is a need for user-friendly measures of youth thriving that are 
comprehensive but easy to incorporate into their work. Therefore, our team also 
developed short and very short versions of the Five Cs questionnaire. 

 Using data from the 4-H Study, we determined which items in the full question-
naires best captured the Five Cs. We then reduced the full item pool to a 34-item 
short form (PYD-SF) and a 17-item very short form (PYD-VSF). Although both 
forms are comprehensive enough to be used in advanced statistical analyses (e.g., 
structural equation models), their design allows for quick and effi cient measurement 
by practitioners. The PYD-SF provides more precise measurement and is well 
suited for application in research and program evaluations. The PYD-VSF is a 
reduced subset of the PYD-SF and provides a more general measure of PYD. The 
PYD-VSF is therefore suited for preliminary evaluation work and use by practitioners. 
Both questionnaires are freely available to the public and are downloadable from 
  http://ase.tufts.edu/iaryd/    . 
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 The PYD-SF and PYD-VSF can be used to measure each of the Five Cs indi-
vidually or can be used to obtain a global index of positive development. As dis-
cussed above, each C is itself a broad umbrella that encompasses many facets of 
positive development, but statistical analysis of the PYD-SF and PYD-VSF sug-
gests that some items that measure the Five Cs are not good indicators of overall 
PYD. Although this adds complexity to the measurement tool, it illustrates that 
PYD is not simply an aggregation of the Five Cs. High scores on PYD indicate that 
youth are, overall, thriving. However, it is still useful to look at the individual Cs as 
domain-specifi c measures of well-being. For example, physical appearance is a 
good measure of the C of Confi dence but is not an excellent measure of overall 
thriving. Although it may not be surprising that physically attractive teens feel more 
confi dent, it also is logical that feeling confi dent about one’s physical appearance is 
not, on its own, what we mean by overall positive youth development. Detecting 
these nuances may be useful for practitioners who are targeting specifi c areas of 
development within their programs. 

 The appendix contains a version of the PYD-SF appropriate for use with teenag-
ers, with items not included in the PYD-VSF highlighted in gray. Thus, practitio-
ners can use copies of this appendix when administering either the short or very 
short versions of the questionnaire. The scoring columns allow mentors to quickly 
obtain scores for each C and for overall PYD. Items with an “X” in the PYD scoring 
column were good indicators of their respective Cs but were not related to overall 
PYD in the 4-H Study. As such, scores on these items should not be counted when 
computing scores for overall PYD. 

 The items that do not measure overall PYD generally correspond to four facets 
of the Cs: having a lot of friends (Competence), being athletic (Competence), physi-
cal appearance (Confi dence), and knowing and being friends with people from 
diverse racial backgrounds (Character). The fi rst three facets on this list will make 
intuitive sense to many practitioners—positively developing adolescents may be 
able to get by with a few close friends, do not necessarily have to be athletic, and do 
not have to be good looking. The fact that having diverse friends did not tend to 
represent PYD among participants of the 4-H Study is not as easily explained, but 
this fi nding may refl ect the fact that a subset of our participants lived in relatively 
homogenous communities. For youth living in racially homogenous communities, 
the opportunity to have a diverse set of friends may not be available to them, and, 
thus, this component of character development may likewise not be available to 
these youth in the same way as it is for youth living in more diverse communities. 
These youth may, nevertheless, fi nd alternative pathways to character development. 
More research is needed to understand these potentially different pathways to devel-
oping character for youth from different communities.  

    Limitations of the PYD-SF and PYD-VSF 

 The PYD-SF and PYD-VSF were developed using data from a single sample that 
was not nationally representative (i.e., the 4-H Study sample). This lack of diversity 
limits the applicability of these measures. The PYD-SF and PYD-VSF were 
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designed to capture broad aspects of the Cs relevant to most young people, but this 
goal also means that the measures may lack context specifi city. Each C can mean 
different things to different people living in different contexts. As an extreme exam-
ple, competence in hunting may be an important index of PYD in communities that 
rely heavily on subsistence hunting (e.g., Inupiat Eskimos living in Alaska; Brower 
& Hepa,  1998 ). These same skills may be unrelated to PYD for youth living in large 
urban centers. As discussed above, having a diverse set of friends may similarly 
mean something different for youth living in homogenous vs. diverse communities. 
Any application of the PYD-SF and PYD-VSF must therefore account for a young 
person’s unique context, especially when examining populations that deviate from 
the relatively middle-class American sample obtained in the 4-H Study. 

 The need to consider contextual differences is especially important when 
measuring PYD outside of the United States. Although at this writing we have 
received requests for the measure from researchers representing 17 different coun-
tries, we know of no published research that examines the PYD-SF or PYD-VSF 
outside of the United States. Until such research is published (e.g., ongoing research 
examining the validity of the PYD-SF in some European and Central American 
contexts), we cannot recommend that practitioners use the PYD questionnaires in 
their present form to measure PYD outside the United States. 

 The relative homogeneity of the 4-H Sample also impacts practitioners’ ability 
to interpret scores on the PYD questionnaires. National norms do not exist for these 
scales and it is unclear what scores indicate “high” versus “low” levels of 
PYD. Program and policy evaluations must therefore use these questionnaires to 
make relative comparisons. Such comparisons might ask whether youth display 
higher levels of the Five Cs after participating in a program. Similarly, a comparison 
might determine whether the young people impacted by a specifi c policy display 
higher PYD than those not directly impacted. 

 Individual practitioners can also use these questionnaires to help frame discus-
sions with individual youth. A mentor might ask his or her mentee to complete the 
PYD-SF to determine which aspects of the Five Cs the mentee needs the most help 
developing (i.e., scores lowest on). However, the PYD-SF and PYD-VSF were 
designed primarily as research and evaluation tools and were not designed to facili-
tate such conversations. To fi ll this gap, members of the Institute for Applied 
Research in Youth Development (IARYD) developed the PYD Growth Grids.  

    The PYD Growth Grids 

 High-quality youth development programs are key resources for promoting positive 
development among adolescents (Roth & Brooks-Gunn,  2003 ). Youth development 
programs based on youth mentoring may be especially effective in promoting PYD 
among participating youth, or “mentees” (Lerner, Napolitano, Boyd, Mueller, & 
Callina,  2014 ). Despite the many benefi ts that these mentoring programs can pro-
vide, today’s competitive funding environment requires organizations to base their 
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practices on empirical research and to assess their impact on participating youth. 
Using measures such as the PYD-SF and PYD-VSF is one assessment option; how-
ever, having mentees complete questionnaires may reduce valuable mentoring time 
and interrupt scheduled activities. Thus, a research-based, empirically rich PYD 
assessment tool that can be quickly and fl exibly deployed in a variety of mentoring 
settings could be a valuable addition to many mentoring programs. 

 To address the need for mentor-oriented measures of the Five Cs, members of the 
IARYD developed the  Growth Grids  rubrics as part of a study funded by the Thrive 
Foundation for Youth (GPS to Success; Bowers et al.,  2013 ; Napolitano, Bowers, 
Gestsdóttir, & Chase,  2011 ; Napolitano et al.,  2014 ). In this section, we fi rst describe 
the Growth Grids and their use by both mentors and mentees to assess and promote 
PYD. We then conclude by describing the strengths and limitations of these tools. 

 Unlike the PYD-SF or PYD-VSF self-report questionnaires, the Growth Grids 
are arrayed as separate mentor-reported and mentee-self-reported rubrics. Widely 
used in education and other fi elds, rubrics are measurement tools that allow for 
quick ratings of complex behavior in incremental steps. Rated from 1 (low) to 5 
(high), the criteria for the Growth Grids are “initiative” and “mastery.” A mentee 
with a score of 5 displays “consistent initiative and skill mastery,” while a mentee 
with a score of a 1 “lacks skill” and is “pre-aware or disengaged.” The language of 
the mentee-self-reported rubrics is adjusted to be appropriate for youth ages 10 and 
above. 

 Consistent with the results of the 4-H Study, a mentee’s PYD is assessed across 
six Growth Grids: one for each of the Five Cs of PYD, as well as a separate rubric 
for the “sixth C” of contribution. The Growth Grid for each C contains several inde-
pendently assessed skills, based on empirical PYD research. For instance, mentors 
and mentees completing the Competence Growth Grid rate a mentee’s academic, 
cognitive, social, and emotional competence, as well as the extent to which their 
mentee engages in healthy habits. A mentee’s initiative and mastery in each domain 
of competence may vary, providing the mentor with an indication of where to focus 
his or her activities to maximize positive development. An example of a mentor- 
scored Growth Grid is shown below in Fig.  10.1 .   

    Strengths and Limitations of the Growth Grids 

 Like the PYD questionnaires described above, a key asset of the Growth Grids is 
that they are freely available to mentoring organizations (downloadable from   www.
gps2success.org    ). In addition to their availability, there are three characteristics of 
the Growth Grids that make them useful tools for the mentoring context. First, as 
indicated earlier, both mentors and mentees can complete Growth Grids to assess 
the mentee’s PYD. Convergent or divergent scores are opportunities for mentors to 
direct conversations and activities. 
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 The second unique feature of the Growth Grids is their fl exibility. Mentors can 
complete Growth Grids for all six Cs (the Five Cs, plus Contribution), a selection of 
Cs, or even a single subcomponent of one C. This fl exibility is attractive to many 
mentoring organizations, which already have detailed curricula or programs in place. 

 The Growth Grids were designed as both measurement tools and mentoring 
tools. Thus, the third unique feature of the Growth Grids is their links to a collection 
of activities and videos designed to foster development in the Five Cs of PYD, as 
well as Contribution. Mentoring organizations that incorporate the Growth Grids 
into their program therefore have access to a suite of tools that, together, can both 
assess and promote PYD among their mentees. 

 There are two major limitations to the utility of the Growth Grids for some men-
toring contexts. First, as with any measurement tool, accurate and reliable scoring 
on the Growth Grids requires training. In an initial study of the Growth Grids, mem-
bers of the IARYD research team trained mentors or mentor coordinators in Growth 
Grid scoring, instructing them to relay this scoring training to their colleagues or, in 
some cases, their mentees. This indirect training, while economically feasible, can 
introduce variance into Growth Grid scores. Ensuring consistent training on Growth 
Grid scoring is a next step for the Growth Grid project. 

 A second major limitation to the Growth Grids lies in the balance between 
program fi delity (i.e., consistent use of the Growth Grids) and program fl exibility 
(i.e., varied use of the Growth Grids to suit individual program or mentor/mentee 
needs). To best use Growth Grids as a metric for the development of PYD requires 
consistent scoring procedures for each youth within each mentoring program. 
However, day-to-day mentoring can vary widely for individual mentees across time, 
for different mentees within the same program, and across different programs. 

  Fig. 10.1    An example Growth Grid from Project GPS       
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Therefore, although the Growth Grids will remain free to use for mentoring organi-
zations, future assessments of the project may rely on closer collaborations between 
researchers and practitioners to develop optimal program-specifi c training and 
scoring procedures.   

    What Do These Measures Tell Us? 

 Adolescence is a time of rapid physical and psychological change. When parents, 
educators, and youth development practitioners are observing these changes, they 
may wonder about the life path that a young person will take. We all have experi-
ence that tells us that some people who start from the same set of circumstances—
siblings growing up in the same house, for example—might nevertheless end up 
taking very different life paths. On the other hand, individuals from very different 
backgrounds often fi nd themselves on a similar path in adulthood, ending up in the 
same career, for instance. 

 For developmental scientists, the goal of research is to be able to  predict  such 
outcomes and, ultimately, to intervene in such a way as to  optimize  the life chances 
for all young people to be positive, productive members of their communities, no 
matter what their “starting point” in life (Maholmes & Lomonaco,  2010 ). First, 
however, we must  describe  what these pathways are. Using data from the 4-H Study, 
we examined pathways of positive and problematic outcomes across adolescence. 
Although we did not analyze these data for specifi c individuals who participated in 
the study, we were able to look at some trends at the group level. In the following 
section, we describe the course of PYD scores across the adolescent years and the 
nature of the relationship between PYD and other developmental outcomes, includ-
ing risk behaviors, during this time period. 

    PYD Is Stable Across Adolescence 

 Data from the 4-H Study show that scores on PYD are, on average, high and stable 
across the adolescent period. That is, data from the 7,000 participants in our study 
show that youth are generally doing well on the Five Cs of PYD. Furthermore, 
scores on PYD (and each of the Five Cs) tend to be consistent across adolescence. 
For example, Geldhof and colleagues ( 2014 ) found that average scores on the PYD 
measure in early and middle adolescence (Grades 6–8) are strong predictors of 
average PYD scores in later adolescence (Grades 9–12). This fi nding was also true 
for each of the Five Cs of PYD. On average, youth who are doing well in middle 
school will most likely be doing well into their high school years. Of course, prac-
titioners, parents, and policy makers should be aware that what is true for a group of 
adolescents may not hold for an individual; each young person’s pathway can be 
shaped by the infl uences of adults, peers, and other individuals and institutions in 
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the person’s life, as well as through the person’s own agency to select goals and plan 
for the future. 

 To explore individual youth’s developmental pathways, or  trajectories , of PYD 
in Grade 5 through Grade 12, we used information from youth who participated in 
two or more years of the 4-H Study. Trajectory analysis uses longitudinal data (i.e., 
data collected over several time points) to estimate patterns of change (pathways) in 
an outcome of interest, such as PYD scores. In the fi nal report of the 4-H Study of 
PYD (Lerner & Lerner,  2012 ), which was developed in collaboration with the 
National 4-H Council, we found four pathways that indicate relative stability in 
PYD across adolescence (described below). Then, we examined the general charac-
teristics of different groups, such as the number of males versus females in each 
trajectory. It appears that fi fth graders (approximately age 10 years, the beginning of 
adolescence) tended to maintain a relatively stable level of PYD through Grade 12. 

 The fi nding of such marked consistency suggests that the individual and contex-
tual factors that place youth on a particular pathway may exert a continuous infl u-
ence across adolescence. These factors might include adolescents’ self-regulation 
skills, such as their ability to set and manage goals, as well as external factors such 
as the people and institutions with which young people are engaged. We believe 
interventions that seek to move youth from a lower level of PYD to a higher level 
will need to take into account the power and persistence of such individual and 
ecological factors. These interventions may need to take a holistic approach to 
promoting PYD. On the other hand, the stability of PYD across adolescence might 
indicate that youth who are high in PYD in early adolescence are resilient across the 
middle and high school years.  

    Trajectories of Positive and Problem Behaviors 

 As discussed earlier in this chapter, the youth development fi eld has traditionally 
been dominated by a “defi cit” approach, which means programs for youth were 
traditionally aimed at preventing problem behaviors. Initial ideas within the PYD 
perspective suggested that if parents, practitioners, and policy makers focused on 
the promotion of PYD, then the negative outcomes typically associated with adoles-
cence, such as drug and alcohol use, unsafe sex, and delinquency, would also dimin-
ish (e.g., Benson, Mannes, Pittman, & Ferber,  2004 ; Pittman, Irby, & Ferber,  2001 ). 

 Indeed, fi ndings from the 4-H Study of PYD show that when we compare  aver-
age  scores on PYD with indicators of problematic development, this “inverse rela-
tionship” hypothesis appears to hold. Geldhof and colleagues ( 2014 ), for example, 
found a signifi cant negative correlation between PYD and risk behaviors (including 
drug use and delinquent behaviors) and between PYD and depressive symptoms, 
across Grades 5 through 12. The researchers also found a signifi cant positive 
correlation between PYD and Contribution across Grades 5 through 12. 

 When we examine different  individuals’  trajectories of PYD and problem behav-
iors across adolescence, a more complex pattern of positive and negative outcomes 
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emerges. For instance, Lewin-Bizan, Lynch, Fay, Schmid, McPherran, Lerner, and 
Lerner ( 2010 ) examined data from the 4-H Study and found that youth who were 
high on PYD were most likely to be low on problematic outcomes across early 
through middle adolescence; however, about 45 % of youth in the high PYD trajec-
tory nevertheless showed increasing scores on risk behaviors, and about a third of 
youth in the high PYD trajectory showed increasing scores on depressive symp-
toms. The authors concluded that although the inverse relationship hypothesis held 
“more or less” for youth in the 4-H Study of PYD, “the [hypothesis] holds more for 
some youth, less for others, and even not at all for some youth” (p. 759). Schwartz 
et al. ( 2010 ) also used data from the 4-H Study to examine the relationship between 
PYD with specifi c risk behaviors, including tobacco use, alcohol use, marijuana 
use, hard drug use and sex initiation. The authors found that PYD was negatively 
related to hard drug use and positively associated with the probability of using 
condoms, but also found that young men with higher PYD were more likely to start 
using alcohol  earlier . Practitioners should be aware, therefore, that while efforts to 
promote PYD—such as long-term, positive mentor relationships and opportunities 
for skill building and leadership—may buffer against negative outcomes, youth pro-
gramming should also incorporate strategies for avoiding risk behaviors of concern 
to them. 

 In sum, the fi ndings from these various studies, using data from the 4-H Study, 
provide strong evidence that the Five Cs of PYD measures are good indicators of 
positive development across adolescence. For the most part, we should be confi dent 
that young people who score highly on PYD are following positive pathways to 
adulthood. Moreover   , these pathways tend to be consistent; youth who are doing 
well in middle school will most likely be doing well into their high school years. Of 
course, practitioners, parents, and policy makers should be aware that what is true 
for a group of adolescents may not hold for an individual; each young person’s 
pathway can still be shaped by the infl uences of adults, peers, and other individuals 
and institutions in the person’s life, as well as through the person’s own agency to 
select goals and plan for the future. Nevertheless, PYD is a useful measure for prac-
titioners to understand the effects of their programs on the developmental trajecto-
ries of the young people whom they serve.  

    Conclusions from Research on the Five Cs Model 

 The cumulative results from the eight waves of the 4-H Study of PYD suggest that 
the Five Cs Model of PYD is a useful and practical tool for measuring and under-
standing youth thriving. Using the Five Cs measurement model has practical impli-
cations for practitioners, and these benefi ts include:

•    The Five Cs Model provides a useful framework for targeting content or curri-
cula in youth development programs.  
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•   The Five Cs measures can be used as evaluation tools for youth development 
programs.  

•   The Five Cs measures provide an opportunity to assess specifi c developmental 
areas (e.g., social skills/competence) as well as more general thriving (e.g., PYD).  

•   The various forms of the PYD measure provide an opportunity to use the tools 
that are most appropriate for specifi c youth programs with regard to age, length 
of survey, and content area.  

•   Because there is not a perfect inverse relation between PYD and risk/problem 
behaviors, practitioners should both act to promote PYD and prevent negative 
development.  

•   Due to the imperfect inverse relation between positive and problematic attributes 
of youth, every young person must be evaluated as an individual with his or her 
own pathway through adolescence.     

    Specifi c Recommendations for Youth Practitioners 
and Policy Makers 

 Based on the evidence base, we can make several recommendations to practitioners. 
However, we also include several considerations that programs and youth develop-
ment leaders should also take into account for designing, implementing, and man-
aging their PYD programs as well as when working with individual youth. 

  Our fi rst recommendation  is that for programs aimed at promoting PYD, evalua-
tions should include a multidimensional and comprehensive measure of youth 
thriving such as the Five Cs measure of PYD. However, for programs with a focus 
on more specifi c youth outcomes, such as self-esteem or character, a subset of the 
Five Cs may be more appropriate. Taking the time and resources to make these 
decisions will benefi t youth programs in the long run. Given that a theory of change 
and logic model for the program are in place, leaders should work to ensure that 
there is intentionality in the particular activities they engage in with young people 
and that young people are also able to identify the purpose and reason for particular 
activities. We recommend that programs develop activities that are sequenced, 
active, focused, and explicit (SAFE, Durlak & Weissberg,  2007 ) to promote each of 
the Five Cs of PYD. 

 Whereas we have provided several ideas for building particular Cs in young 
people in earlier work (see Lerner, Brittian, & Fay,  2007 ),  our second recommen-
dation  is that programs consider youth-adult partnerships (Liang, Spencer, West, 
& Rappaport,  2013 ; Zeldin, Larson, Camino, & O’Connor,  2005 ) as a potential pro-
gram framework for ensuring that each of the Five Cs and Contribution are pro-
moted. In youth-adult partnerships, young people and youth leaders work 
collaboratively, learning from each other and jointly contributing to the decision- 
making processes that affect the program itself and their community in positive 
ways. The principles and strategies entailed in youth-adult partnerships promote 
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young people’s (1) Competence, as they build skills to reach goals they set and 
lead projects; (2) Confi dence, as adults share authority and power; (3) Connection, 
as young people develop bonds to adults, fellow young people, and the commu-
nity; (4) Character, as youth become more socially aware, shape norms, and make 
decisions with consequences; and (5) Caring, as youth have disagreements with 
partners and see issues and ideas from others’ perspectives. Finally, the ultimate 
aim of youth- adult partnerships is to contribute to positive change at the individ-
ual, community, and policy levels (Liang et al.,  2013 ). 

 Regardless of the positive outcomes of interest, our fi ndings also indicate that 
programs should not assume that promoting PYD will automatically lead to a 
decrease in problem behaviors. In fact, programs should take care that their activities 
do not have a negative effect on young people (Dishion, McCord, & Poulin,  1999 ). 
Accordingly,  our third recommendation  is that programs should be designed to 
infl uence both positive and negative outcomes in the people with whom they work, 
and, as such, evaluations must measure both types of outcomes in youth. In regard 
to working with individual youth, youth leaders should help young people learn 
skills and set goals toward positive ends as well as learn skills and set goals to avoid 
negative consequences. For example, in programs aimed at reducing teen pregnancy 
rates, leaders can work with young people to set positive vocational or academic 
goals that would be adversely affected by a pregnancy in addition to setting repro-
ductive health goals. 

 In the same way, practitioners must also recognize that bad behaviors are not the 
end of the world. Misbehaviors are often a part of normal development in adoles-
cence (Baumrind,  1987 ; Dworkin,  2005 ; Maggs, Almeida, & Galambos,  1995 ). 
Youth leaders should work to distinguish more normative or experimental risk- 
taking behaviors that may lead to positive developmental opportunities for young 
people (Baumrind,  1987 ). However, more research and practical efforts need to take 
into account the individual and contextual factors that might lead to youth engaging 
in both positive and problematic pursuits. 

 For example, if a young person did engage in problematic or risky behaviors as 
a means to build relationships and improve his or her standing with peers, programs 
can focus on structuring positive social activities with the goal of promoting PYD 
(Dworkin,  2005 ). Developing a close relationship with a young person may help 
youth leaders and practitioners to determine the reasons behind youth misbehaviors 
(Bowers et al.,  2012 ). 

  Our fourth recommendation  is that programs and youth development leaders 
should take into account the unique strengths that each young person exhibits. It is 
not necessary to force or pressure youth into specifi c tracks or activities. Our fi ndings 
indicate that, whereas the Five Cs frame applies to all adolescents, the specifi c lev-
els of each C may differ across adolescents. These fi ndings also suggest that all 
young people do not have to be the star athlete nor do all children need to be popular 
to report having high PYD. Youth can develop competence and PYD within their 
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own areas of interest. Youth leaders can help young people to identify their “spark” 
(Ben-Eliyahu, Rhodes, & Scales,  2014 ; Benson,  2008 ). 

 In a similar way, youth leaders could work with youth to identify what internal 
strengths the youth can build on as well as what contextual resources may be avail-
able to help them build on these interests. While this task could be accomplished 
through a simple list, we recommend several more creative and engaging options 
such as provided in GPS to Success activities (Bowers et al.,  2013 ; Napolitano 
et al.,  2014 ) or several suggestions provided by the Girl Scout Research Institute 
( 2009 ), such as creating a map of resources, recruiting ideas for resources through 
social media, or connecting youth to resources through fi eld trips or guest visitors. 
These opportunities may strengthen interests in areas already meaningful to some 
youth (Damon,  2008 ), but they may also ignite new interests in other young people. 
Therefore, these activities also expose youth to a greater diversity of people, cultures, 
and experiences. 

 Our work also provides  several recommendations for policy . First, the personal 
interactions that are the bases of the mutual trust between young people and adults 
provide a model for the types of interactions essential for effective community part-
nerships (Hartley,  2004 ). Therefore, stakeholders in youth development (young 
people, parents, researchers, teachers, youth development leaders, policy makers) 
must work to build a support system to change youth policies and to facilitate a 
PYD agenda (Pittman, Yolahem, & Irby,  2003 ). Few political candidates’ agendas 
address youth issues, and if they do, they revolve around reducing problem behav-
iors in youth. However, youth stakeholders’ work can also extend to infl uencing 
how the public views and reasons about youth and youth issues through mass com-
munication (Gilliam & Bales,  2003 ). For example, stakeholders could develop and 
maintain ties to members of the media to help reframe the public’s view of young 
people and the defi nition of well-being and success in adolescence. 

 Currently, many federal funding priorities are aimed at science, technology, 
engineering, and math (STEM) success. While STEM is essential to success in 
many areas, the defi nition of success from a PYD perspective must be broader. 
Making connections among infl uential stakeholders and applying pressure to raise 
awareness of youth issues from a PYD perspective is the primary recommendation 
for policy priorities. 

 With broader support for PYD policies in place, funding sources must also be 
allocated in an appropriate manner. Funding to promote PYD is present. However, 
the devil is in the details. That is, we recommend that these funding sources must 
acknowledge the time and effort needed to develop the complex partnerships essen-
tial for promoting PYD. These partnerships require the commitment and integration 
of each of the above constituencies over several years to design and implement a 
PYD program that is evidence-based, rigorous, and sustainable. Therefore, funding 
is needed not only for the provision of opportunities but also for capacity building, 
monitoring, and technology support. 
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 The funding for PYD programs and research must also be stable and coordinated, 
as opposed to being transient and disjointed efforts from different funding sources. 
For example, the PYD perspective is consistent with a “whole-child” approach to 
development. Therefore, policies should support the integration of schools with out-
of-school-time activities as complementary opportunities to promote PYD in a 
comprehensive manner (Weiss, Little, Bouffard, Deschenes, & Malone,  2009 ). In 
order to accomplish this integration successfully, funding should prioritize inte-
grated and comprehensive approaches among several contexts of youth 
development. 

 We also recommend that young people be included in as many facets of youth- 
serving programs and organizations as possible. Having young people included in 
the decision-making processes of organizations is consistent with the principles of 
youth-adult partnerships. It also allows young people’s voices to be included in how 
researchers, practitioners, and policy makers measure PYD, as well as to how staff 
may be trained in the best practices to promote PYD.   

    Conclusions and Next Steps 

 The past two decades have seen a great increase in the number of researchers, prac-
titioners, and policy makers using strength-based language or approaches to youth 
development, including the Five Cs model of PYD. To most fully capitalize on 
youth strengths, the next decade must turn toward enhancing the evidence base for 
these comprehensive models of youth development and, ultimately, toward increas-
ing the number of research-informed policies and programs. Much of the work on 
the Five Cs of PYD did not take into account other ecological, individual, and 
demographic characteristics of youth that could have shed light into the differences 
among young people in regard to the Cs. Such work in this area will greatly benefi t 
researchers, practitioners, and policy makers. In addition, it will provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of the efforts that need to be undertaken to align indi-
viduals and contexts to maximize the possibility of PYD among diverse youth. 

 These efforts must be guided at the legislative and policy levels by interdisciplin-
ary partnerships involving communication among developmental scientists, practi-
tioners, and politicians in order to spark innovative approaches grounded in research 
and accountable to best practices and scientifi c rigor. An example of this type of 
collaboration is the White House Social and Behavioral Sciences Team. In turn, 
these efforts must be matched by streamlined and coordinated funding streams that 
reward this integrated approach to youth development. Finally, as the heart of this 
work is the positive development of young people, this research must be translated 
into improving the regular daily contexts of youth and the common practices of 
youth-serving systems.     
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     Recommended Additional Resources 

   Lerner, R. M., Lerner, J. V., Almerigi, J., Theokas, C., Phelps, E., Gestsdóttir, S., 
et al. (2005). Positive youth development, participation in community youth 
development programs, and community contributions of fi fth-grade adolescents: 
Findings from the fi rst wave of the 4-H Study of Positive Youth Development. 
 Journal of Early Adolescence, 25 (1), 17 – 71. 

  This article provides a foundational overview of the 4-H Study of Positive Youth 
Development and an analysis of data from the initial wave of this study. The 
empirical analyses support the existence of the Five Cs of positive youth devel-
opment and their relation to youth contributions. This study therefore provides 
an empirical basis to support future investigations to assess and refi ne the Five Cs 
of PYD as a useful theoretical model of adolescent development.   

  Lerner, J. V., Bowers, E. P., Minor, K., Lewin-Bizan, S., Boyd, M. J., Mueller, 
M. K., et al. (2013). Positive youth development: Processes, philosophies, and 
programs. In R. M. Lerner, M. A., Easterbrooks, & J. Mistry (Eds.),  Developmental 
psychology  (Handbook of psychology 2nd ed., Vol. 6, pp. 365–392). Hoboken, NJ: 
Wiley. Editor-in-chief: I. B. Weiner. 

  This chapter describes prominent theories of PYD and key features of the PYD 
perspective. The authors review key scholars, explore notable research contribu-
tions, and explain the importance of context and unique experience on positive 
youth development within a theoretical framework that places adolescent devel-
opment within a system of mutually infl uential relations between individuals and 
their contexts (this approach to theory is therefore termed “relational develop-
mental systems”).   

  Lerner, R. M., Lerner, J. V., Bowers, E., & Geldhof, G. J. (2015). Positive youth 
development: A relational developmental systems model. In W. F. Overton & P. C. 
Molenaar (Eds.),  Theory and method  (Handbook of child psychology and 
developmental science, 7th ed., Vol. 1). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. Editor-in-chief: R. M. 
Lerner. 

  This chapter builds on J. Lerner and colleagues’ (2013) chapter in the  Handbook 
of Psychology , paying particular attention to the ways the positive youth devel-
opment perspective aligns with theories involving the relational developmental 
system. The authors encourage the refi nement and expansion of PYD as a devel-
opmental process, as well as utilizing both PYD and prevention science 
approaches in research and application of developmental science in order to 
maximize positive development across the life span.   

  Lerner, R. M., Napolitano, C. M., Boyd, M. J., Mueller, M. K., & Callina, K. S. 
(2014). Mentoring and positive youth development. In D. L. Dubois & M. J. Karcher 
(Eds.)  Handbook of youth mentoring  (2nd ed., pp. 17–28). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
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  This chapter presents theoretical and empirical foundations of PYD and exam-
ines how mentoring programs may actively foster PYD through a positive 
and sustainable relationship with a mentor, life-skill-building activities, and 
opportunities for youth to engage with their communities. The chapter provides 
an example checklist for mentoring practitioners to enhance mentees’ develop-
ment of Five Cs of PYD and encourages the use of a PYD perspective in mentor-
ing programs in order to promote the healthy development of adolescents.   

  Benson, P. L., Mannes, M., Pittman, K., & Ferber, T. (2004). Youth development, 
developmental assets, and public policy. In R. M. Lerner & L. Steinberg (Eds.), 
 Handbook of adolescent psychology  (2nd ed., pp. 781–814). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 

  Benson and colleagues compare strength-based and defi cit approaches to youth 
development and discuss the theoretical and empirical foundation of the Search 
Institute’s developmental asset framework. The authors identify and consider the 
implications of social and cultural dynamics on youth development policy. They 
highlight the potential for developmental science to inform and shape public 
policy affecting youth.      

    Appendix: Adapted PYD-SF and PYD-VSF Scales 
for Practitioners 
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