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Abstract
Relational developmental systems metatheory frames many contemporary models of human development, including two 
strengths-based approaches to enhancing the lives of diverse children and adolescents, the positive youth development 
(PYD) perspective and resilience science. Both approaches emphasize the potential for plasticity in human development, and 
the systematic changes that arise through mutually influential relations between the individual and the multiple, integrated 
levels of the dynamic developmental system. After discussing the similarities and differences in these two approaches, 
different models of PYD are discussed in relation to how descriptions, explanations, and attempts at optimizations of the 
development of diverse youth are enacted within these conceptions. The substantive and research challenges associated 
using PYD models to enhance the lives of diverse global youth are highlighted, and the implications for future PYD research 
in international settings, and specifically among poor youth developing within the majority world, are discussed.
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Introduction

Now this is not the end. It is not even the beginning 
of the end.
But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.
Winston Churchill, November 10, 1942

This article discusses the conceptual and substantive 
status of the positive youth development (PYD) perspec-
tive, a strengths-based approach to child and adolescent 
development that is associated with relational develop-
mental systems metatheory (Overton 2015). The PYD per-
spective is compared to another strengths-based model of 
youth development linked to this metatheory, resilience 
science (e.g., Masten 2007, 2014a, b, c; Masten and Reed 
2002). Different models of PYD are discussed, and the 
substantive challenges that exist in using these models 
to describe, explain, and optimize the development of 
diverse youth are noted. Implications of these challenges 
for understanding the development of diverse global youth, 
and particularly majority-world youth from poor nations, 
are of specific interest in this article.

To begin this discussion, it is useful to note that the 
German experimental psychologist, Hermann Ebbinghaus 
(1908), famously observed that the field of psychology had 
a long past but a short history (see also Boring 1929). The 
same observation would be appropriate to make regard-
ing the study of PYD. Versions of the contemporary set 
of models of PYD date from the 1990s. However, since 
its inception as a specific field of developmental science 
inquiry (Hall 1904), researchers interested in adolescence 
have been concerned with understanding the positive 
behavior and development of young people.

Developmental science seeks to describe, explain, and 
optimize within-the-person (intraindividual) change and 
between-people (interindividual) differences in intraindi-
vidual change across the life span (Baltes et al. 1977; Lerner 
2012). Within the context of this conception of the field, 
developmental scientists are interested in learning how to 
increase the probability of positive child and adolescent 
development. Indeed, since the time that G. Stanley Hall 
(1904) launched the study of adolescence as a scientific field, 
there has been interest in discovering the processes involved 
in healthy, adaptive, or positive development (Lerner 2017a, 
2018b). Indeed, ethical human development research—no 
matter the age group involved in any program of inquiry—
should be focused on both enhancing good things and dimin-
ishing bad things in the development of people.

Accordingly, if all that the PYD approach to adolescent 
development constituted was an assertion that adolescents 
may manifest positive behaviors and that developmental sci-
entists should have an interest in promoting such behaviors, 

then developmental scientists would see little reason to talk 
about the PYD perspective or discuss models of it. The topic 
of PYD would represent an obvious and ethically neces-
sary focus within developmental science. However, there is 
another meaning of PYD, one that distinguishes this perspec-
tive from some other (but not all—see our discussion below 
about resilience science; e.g., Masten 2014a, b, c; Masten 
et al. 2015), past or current, ways of thinking about, studying, 
and intervening into, the lives of youth. If this other meaning 
of PYD did not exist, it would be difficult to account for the 
increasing interest in it, both within the U.S. (Lerner et al. 
2015) and internationally (Petersen et al. 2017), including 
interest by major international organizations (e.g., Lansford 
and Banati 2018; Lerner et al. 2018; USAID 2013; UNICEF 
2005, 2017; World Bank 2000, 2007).

The alternative meaning of PYD pertains to a strengths-
based conception of young people, one that emphasizes that 
the fundamental strength of the period is constituted by the 
potential for systematic change throughout the adolescent 
period, a potential that both derives from and contributes to 
mutually beneficial relations between the individual and his 
or her complex and changing context. This strengths-based 
concept of PYD is the approach to adolescent thriving that 
attracts increasing theoretical, empirical, and applied interest 
around the world.

In contrast to this strengths-based approach to adoles-
cents, it is useful to note that, across much of its history 
(from 1904 through this writing), the scientific study of 
adolescent development was conducted in the context of a 
widely prevalent deficit model, one initiated by Hall’s (1904) 
conception of storm and stress. As such, many developmen-
tal scientists viewed adolescents through a lens of their being 
at risk, beset by problems, and endangered by inevitable, 
biologically based shortcomings (e.g., Anthony 1969; Freud 
1969). This deficit view continues to be expressed by advo-
cates of genetic reductionist ideas. As discussed in Lerner 
(2018a), an example of such reductionism involves ideas 
about the sexuality and reproductive behaviors of African 
American youth, as promulgated by evolutionary develop-
mental psychologists and by neo-eugenicists (e.g., Belsky 
2012, 2014; Belsky et al. 1991; Ellis et al. 2012).

From these deficit perspectives, promoting positive devel-
opment in youth is a matter of making them less bad, where 
“good youth” are defined by what youth do not do or are kept 
from doing (e.g., regarding smoking, drinking, substance 
use, unsafe sex, or bullying). For instance, adolescent men-
tal “health” was defined of absence in pathology and delin-
quency. Into the 1990s, this deficit perspective was the pre-
dominant lens for studying adolescents, despite more than 
30 years of countervailing research findings (e.g., Bandura 
1964; Block 1971; Douvan and Adelson 1966; Offer 1969).

In short, whereas there has always been an interest among 
developmental scientists in furthering positive behavior and 
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development among youth, until the 1990s this interest was 
largely instantiated through scholarship that sought to either 
ameliorate problems or prevent them. However, in the 1990s 
a new lens for viewing behavior and development emerged. 
The broad conceptual umbrella that is now termed the PYD 
perspective within developmental science (Lerner et al. 
2015) was spurred by the convergence of the work of youth 
program professionals, such as Rick Little and Donald Floyd 
(see Lerner 2018a), and by theory and research in develop-
mental biology and developmental science regarding human 
plasticity (Gottlieb 1992, 1998; Schneirla 1957; Woese 
2004)—that is, by the potential to systematically change 
the features of youth development. The relative plasticity 
of human development has been regarded as a fundamental 
asset or strength of human development (relative plasticity 
enables flexible adjustments to changing ecological pres-
sures and enables, as well, growth and malleability instead 
of stasis and fixity of structure and function; Cantor et al. 
2018; Osher et al. 2018). Therefore, because of malleability, 
the path that an adolescent is following need not remain the 
path he or she stays on across life. The scientific work that 
provided the evidence base for these ideas is a sample case 
of theory-based research associated with relational develop-
mental systems metatheory (Lerner 2018a; Overton 2015).

In sum, in the context of the history of scientific interest 
in understanding the process of optimizing positive develop-
ment (previously understood as making youth less bad), a 
new, and alternative vision of development emerged. This 
vision was directed specifically to capitalizing on human 
plasticity and to testing strengths-based models (in con-
trast to a deficits-based one) of youth development. These 
strengths-based models are linked to relational developmen-
tal systems metatheory.

Relational Developmental Systems 
Metatheory

A metatheory is a theory of theories. It is a set of ideas about 
how theories should be constructed and/or about the ideas 
that should be included in a theory. Contemporary develop-
mental science is characterized by the centrality of theories 
or models derived from relational developmental systems 
(RDS) metatheory (Lerner 2015, 2018a; Overton 2015). 
RDS metatheory embraces an understanding of the role of 
biology in human development that is predicated on integra-
tive understanding of evolution and of epigenetics, that is, 
the study of genetic activity caused by processes other than 
changes in DNA sequence and that result in changes passed 
on to other generations (Misteli 2013; see also; Jablonka 
and Lamb 2005; Meaney 2010, 2014; Woese 2004). The 
link between developmental and biological science enables 
scholars using RDS-based research to formulate and test 

theories (e.g., dynamic systems models; Cantor et al. 2018; 
Fischer and Bidell 2006; Mascolo and Fischer 2015; Osher 
et al. 2018; Rose 2016) and enact applications to optimize 
human health and development and to promote social justice 
(Lerner 2017b; Lerner and Overton 2008; Masten 2007).

Within RDS metatheory, human development involves 
universal functions of a living, open, self-constructing 
(autopoietic), self-organizing, and integrated/holistic sys-
tem. RDS metatheory is derived from a process-relational 
paradigm, wherein the organism is seen as inherently active, 
self-creating (autopoietic), self-organizing, self-regulating 
(agentic), nonlinear/complex, and adaptive (Overton 2015). 
Accordingly, within RDS metatheory the integration of dif-
ferent levels of organization frames understanding of life-
span human development (Lerner 2018a; Overton 2015). 
The conceptual emphasis in RDS-based theories is placed 
on mutually influential relations between individuals and 
contexts, represented as individual ⬄ context relations.

These individual ⬄ context relations vary across place 
(e.g., culture) and across time (Elder et al. 2015); the “arrow 
of time,” or temporality, is history, which is the broadest 
level within the ecology of human development. History 
imbues all other levels with change. Such change may be 
stochastic (e.g., nonnormative life or historical events; Bal-
tes et al. 2006) or systematic (e.g., history- or age-graded 
changes), and the potential for systematic change consti-
tutes a potential for (at least relative) plasticity across the 
life span. As noted, such plasticity is a strength of human 
behavior and development (Lerner 1984, 2012), and it is this 
strength which is the chief idea upon which all contemporary 
models of PYD are built (Lerner et al. 2015); given the vast 
set of changes occurring during the adolescent period, the 
PYD perspective is predicated on the possibility of posi-
tively capitalizing on these changes to promote directions of 
change indicative of thriving (Lerner et al. 2015).

To actualize the potential for positive change, theories 
derived from an RDS metatheory, for example, dynamic 
systems models (e.g., Cantor et al. 2018; Fischer and Bidell 
2006; Mascolo and Fischer 2015; Osher et al. 2018; Rose 
2016) focus on the “rules,” the processes, that govern, or 
regulate, exchanges between (the functioning of) individuals 
and their contexts. Brandtstädter (1998) terms these relations 
“developmental regulations.” When developmental regula-
tions involve mutually beneficial individual ⬄ context rela-
tions, then these developmental regulations are adaptive.

Developmental regulations are the fundamental feature 
of human life; indeed, all life exists through bidirectional 
exchanges with the physical and/or social context (Dar-
win 1859; Tobach and Schneirla 1968). Among humans, 
these exchanges involve physiological systems and func-
tions (e.g., respiration, circulation, digestion, reproduction) 
and behaviors (e.g., social affiliation and cooperation, as 
might be involved in protection, hunting, and scavenging; 
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Johanson and Edey 1981), and involve both organismic 
self-regulation (e.g., hypothalamic functioning, circadian 
rhythms) and intentional self-regulation (e.g., goal selection, 
resource recruitment, and executive functioning; Gestsdóttir 
and Lerner 2008; McClelland et al. 2015). As individuals 
live and interact with the many systems in which their lives 
intersect, they both impact these systems and are impacted 
by them (Bronfenbrenner 1977, 1979, 2005; Bronfenbren-
ner and Morris 2006; Sameroff 1983). These transactions 
provide opportunities for regulation and growth. The devel-
opmental course of self-regulation is, in effect, the develop-
mental course of human agency (Sokol et al. 2015).

In short, models derived from RDS metatheory empha-
size that all levels of organization within the ecology of 
human development are systemically integrated across life. 
Therefore, any variable from any level is embodied in, or 
fused or integrated with, variables from all other levels; the 
structure and function of one variable is thus governed, or 
regulated, by the structure and function of other variables. 
For the developing person, these developmental regulations 
mean that individual ⬄ context relations are the basic unit 
of analysis within human development when seen through 
the lens of theories (e.g., dynamic systems models) framed 
by RDS metatheory.

As noted, plasticity is always a relative phenomenon 
within RDS. Temporally ordered events in the life or lives of 
an individual or a group, respectively, may constrain change 
as well as provide affordances for it (Lerner 1984). A system 
that promotes change can also function to diminish it. How-
ever, because of relative plasticity, developmental scientists 
may be optimistic that instances of individual ⬄ context 
relations may be found or may be created (through policies 
or programs) to promote more positive human development 
among diverse young people, and to promote social justice 
by providing opportunities for all individuals to optimize 
their chances of positive, healthy development (Lerner and 
Overton 2008; Masten 2007, 2014a).

The creation of such promotion and optimization efforts 
for diverse youth rests on the conduct of multidisciplinary 
research (that engages all levels of organization within 
the integrated, dynamic developmental system), the use 
of change-sensitive methodologies, and the translation of 
research into policies or programs (Lerner 2018a; Mas-
ten 2007, 2014a). Contemporary developmental science 
is marked by such scholarship within and across several 
substantive areas framing the field (Lerner 2018a). Within 
developmental science, two models, both linked to RDS 
metatheory and involving dynamic systems concepts of 
individual ⬄ context relations, have been used in regard to 
optimizing the development of diverse youth. These models 
involve resilience science (e.g., Masten 1999, 2001, 2007, 
2014a, b, c; Masten and Reed 2002; Masten et al. 2015; 
Ungar et al. 2007, 2013) and the PYD perspective. Moreover, 

both models have experienced comparable growth over the 
twenty-first century in engaging scientists around the globe 
in the respective theory-predicated research agendas asso-
ciated with these models (e.g., Koller et al. 2017; Masten 
2014b; Masten et al. 2015; Petersen et al. 2017; Tirrell et al. 
2018). Not surprisingly, then, the two approaches share 
important areas of conceptual convergence. Discussion of 
relations between these two RDS-associated approaches 
will help situate the PYD perspective within contemporary 
developmental science. Accordingly, it is useful to briefly 
summarize resilience science and, in turn, to discuss the 
links between it and the PYD perspective.

Resilience Science: An Overview

Masten and Reed (2002) explained that in about 1970 some 
developmental scientists began to study the evidence that 
some children at risk for problems and psychopathology 
nonetheless succeed in life (Masten 1999). These researchers 
asserted understanding the bases of such developmental phe-
nomena, that is, of “resilience,” could inform programs, pol-
icies, and interventions aimed at promoting competence and 
preventing or ameliorating problems in the lives of young 
people that arose because of the experience of adversity. 
Akin to the increasing global interest in the PYD perspec-
tive, Masten (2014b) noted that across the first two decades 
of the twenty-first century there has been a marked increase 
in international interest in resilience science, due in large 
part to global concerns about the impact on human develop-
ment of such events as environmental disasters, political vio-
lence, disease, malnutrition, and maltreatment. She pointed 
to the role of developmental science theory and research in 
enabling the global community to enhance resilience among 
diverse young people.

For instance, emphasizing that resilience involves indi-
vidual ⬄ context relations within a dynamic system, Masten 
(2007) described resilience as the capacity of dynamic sys-
tems to withstand or recover from significant disturbances. 
She pointed to use of the methods associated with dynamic 
systems models (e.g., Molenaar et al. 2014) to measure 
and analyze the multiple levels of organization involved in 
these individual ⬄ context relations and, as such, to con-
duct research to test approaches to enhancing resilience by 
promoting the role of adaptive systems protecting youth 
development in the face of adversity. Indeed, Masten and 
her colleagues (e.g., Southwick et al. 2014) point to the mul-
tiple levels of organization integrated within the dynamic 
developmental systems (e.g., genetic, epigenetic, develop-
mental, demographic, cultural, economic, and social) that 
enable programs aimed at enhancing resilience to enter the 
integrated, dynamic system at different levels of organization 
(e.g., individual, family, community, and culture).
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In this regard, in order to assess whether there were 
culturally-specific pathways to resilience across cultures, 
Ungar et al. (2007) conducted a mixed methods study of 
resilience of 14 sites in 11 countries. Qualitative findings 
from interviews with 89 youth identified seven tensions that 
youth resolve in culturally specific ways: Access to mate-
rial resources, relationships, identity, cohesion, power and 
control, social justice, and cultural adherence. Resolution 
of these tensions provided a foundation for resilience, but 
there was no one pattern of resolution of these tensions that 
predicted resilience better than another. Indeed, to elucidate 
the bases of such variation in the individual ⬄ context rela-
tions involved in resilience, Ungar Ghazinour, and Richter 
(2013) point to the use of one instance of a dynamic sys-
tems model of human development, the bioecological model 
of Bronfenbrenner (e.g., 2005; Bronfenbrenner and Morris 
2006; see too Lerner 2018a, b), as useful. For instance, such 
framing helps elucidate the bases of the differential impacts 
of both individual variables (e.g., youth perceptions of the 
resources available to them to address the risks they believe 
they face; see too Spencer et al. 2015) and contextual vari-
ables (e.g., the specific risks faced by youth and the quality of 
the resources available to address these risks). Similarly, this 
model may also help understand that different starting points 
in development (e.g., associated with different quantities and 
qualities of adversity) may nevertheless follow developmen-
tal pathways reflecting resilience and culminating in thriving. 
Moreover, Ungar et al. (2013) noted that this variation in tra-
jectories of resilience is moderated by contextual and, again, 
perhaps specifically cultural variables (e.g., Liebkind 2012).

In sum, resilience science is framed by a dynamic systems 
understanding of the mutually influential relations between 
an individual and his or her context. As well, it draws on 
ideas found within RDS metatheory regarding the potential 
plasticity of human developmental trajectories. Accordingly, 

resilience science emphasizes that attributes of a young per-
son and resources in his or her context can be aligned to result 
in thriving—in positive development—across quite disparate 
experiences of adversity in life. Indeed, underscoring the 
connection between the resilience science and the strengths-
based ideas found within the PYD perspective, Panter-Brick 
and Leckman (2013) noted that resilience science shifts the 
lens of interventions aimed at addressing adversity-based 
youth development problems from efforts aimed at appraising 
risk or vulnerability to efforts enhancing strength or capabil-
ity. It is useful to turn, then, to a discussion of the relations 
between resilience science and the PYD perspective.

Links Between Resilience Science 
and the PYD Perspective

Masten (2014a) discussed the links between resilience and 
PYD. She noted that resilience is “the capacity of a dynamic 
system to adapt successfully to disturbances that threaten sys-
tem function, viability, or development” (p. 1018). In turn, 
Masten pointed out that Lerner et al. (2013) defined resilience 
from a PYD perspective as a dynamic attribute involving the 
adaptive and mutually influential relations of an individual 
and that person’s context. Accordingly, resilience is a subset 
of individual ⬄ context relations located at the high end of 
a continuum of risk or adversity (see Fig. 1). In other words, 
Masten (2014a) noted that resilience science differs primarily 
from the PYD perspective in its focus on adaptive functioning 
at the high end of the continuum of risk or adversity, which is 
only one portion of the range of concern in PYD.

Nevertheless, there are striking commonalities in the pos-
itive goals of the science conducted under these two umbrel-
las in developmental science concerned with youth. Per-
haps the most salient shared feature of PYD and resilience 

Fig. 1   Theoretical probability 
distribution of instances of 
adaptive individual ⬄ context 
relations in the face of differing 
levels of risk and adversity
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scholarship is the focus on positive aspects of development, 
function, resources, and strengths, both in the individual and 
in the context. In addition, both bodies of work have focused 
considerable attention on defining and measuring positive 
adaptation; however, PYD has focused more on indicators 
of optimal function and thriving. In turn, resilience work 
has focused more attention on adequate or “okay” function, 
probably because so much of resilience research has cen-
tered on children and families facing enormous challenges 
(e.g., Masten and Reed 2002; Southwick et al. 2014; Ungar 
et al. 2007). Optimal adaptation, sometimes described in the 
resilience literature as “post-traumatic growth,” is acknowl-
edged but not as heavily emphasized in PYD work.

It is not surprising that resilience research, concerned 
with survival and recovery from war, disaster, and many 
other kinds of severe adversity (e.g., Masten et al. 2015), 
would focus on doing “okay” rather than on thriving. How-
ever, resilience researchers have long observed the phenom-
enon of young people who thrive in the aftermath of great 
adversity (Masten 2014a, b, c). PYD has focused on indica-
tors of thriving or general adaptive functioning, for example, 
often indexed within the PYD literature by the “Five Cs” of 
competence, confidence, character, connection, and caring 
(Lerner et al. 2015). Similarly, much of the early work in 
resilience studies also focused on defining and measuring 
good adaptation. For example, the Project Competence Lon-
gitudinal Study of Masten and Tellegen (2012) focused on 
defining effective behavior in context, both the developmen-
tal context and the contexts where children spend their time.

In sum, there is considerable conceptual overlap between 
the resilience science and the PYD approaches to youth 
development—a correspondence that is rooted in the linkage 
between both perspectives and RDS metatheory. As well, 
the two areas of scholarship have some distinct foci, if only 
insofar as being based on placing major research attention 
at different locations within the distribution of risk/adversity 
illustrated in Fig. 1. However, other areas of difference exist 
and, therefore, it is useful to turn now to a discussion of 
some of the issues of description, explanation, and optimiza-
tion associated specifically with contemporary RDS-based 
models of PYD.

RDS‑based PYD Models

As noted, conceptions of PYD derived from RDS metathe-
ory are strengths-based models. However, there is variation 
across all instances of PYD models that have been forwarded 
over the past two or three decades. In the main, this variation 
exists at the level of the manifest variables included in any of 
these models of PYD (see Lerner et al. 2015, for a review). 
In contrast, at the latent-variable level, all conceptions 
contend that the promotion of thriving among youth (e.g., 

whether that thriving involves measures of the purported 
Five Cs of PYD—i.e., competence, confidence, connection, 
caring, character, and caring; youth purpose; or individual 
and ecological developmental assets; see Lerner et al. 2015; 
Damon 2008, and; Benson 2008, respectively) rests on (1) 
the relative plasticity of development; and (2) identifying 
or creating the mutually influential relations between indi-
viduals and contexts (i.e., individual ⬄ context relations, 
relations that constitute the fundamental process through 
which plasticity is instantiated across the life span). Through 
a focus on individual ⬄ context relations, all PYD models 
focus on the process that could enhance the attributes of 
young people that are valued by them and others (e.g., par-
ents, peers, teachers, mentors, coaches, faith leaders, and 
other community members), as compared to processes that 
reduce or prevent undesirable characteristics (Damon 2004; 
Larson 2000; Roth and Brooks-Gunn 2003).

As indicated earlier, the emergence of the contemporary, 
strengths-based and relational PYD construct occurred in the 
1990s. The impetus for this emergence occurred when youth 
program innovator Rick Little proposed what he then termed 
the Four Cs of PYD (competence, confidence, connection, 
and character; Lerner et al. 2015). Developmental scientists 
who were attracted to this idea advanced their own formula-
tions of the substance of PYD, and one of these formulations 
focused on what was subsequently labeled the Five Cs (car-
ing or compassion was added to the above-noted four Cs), 
or the Five Cs plus one (contribution, seen as an outcome of 
the development of the other Cs) model (Lerner et al. 2015). 
However, other strengths-based PYD models burgeoned in 
the 1990s and in the early years of the twenty-first century, 
as evidenced by the models of, for instance, Benson (2008), 
Catalano, Hawkins, Berglund, Pollard, and Arthur (2002), 
Damon (2008), Larson (2000), Roth and Brooks-Gunn 
(2003), and Spencer (2006).

To summarize, then, all formulations of PYD that 
emerged beginning in the 1990s were linked to RDS 
metatheory, and the variation in descriptions of the variables 
involved in PYD were associated with a common explana-
tion of the process through which PYD was instantiated in 
the life of any specific young person. This process involved 
mutually influential and beneficial relations (i.e., adaptive 
developmental regulations) between an individual and the 
specific features of his or her context. Importantly, these 
relations reflect the idiographic character of an individual’s 
thriving trajectory.

As discussed by Bornstein (2017), this idiography means 
that developmental scientists need to employ a specificity 
principle to understand, identify, and capitalize on youth 
strengths to promote any specific young person’s thriv-
ing. Such a principle would ask a multilevel set of “what” 
questions, that is, “What specific features of positive devel-
opment (e.g., what Cs of PYD or what features of youth 
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purpose) emerge; that are linked to what specific trajectory 
of individual ⬄ context relations; for a youth with what 
specific set of individual psychological, behavioral, and 
demographic characteristics; living in what specific fam-
ily, school, faith community, neighborhood, nation, culture, 
and physical ecology; at what specific points in ontogenetic 
development; and within what specific historical period?”

Arguably, the key asset of framing an interest in promot-
ing positive development through an approach derived from 
such an RDS-based PYD model of individual ⬄ context 
relations is the optimism it entails regarding being able to 
capitalize on the developmental plasticity of young people 
to enhance the course of their lives. Indeed, the key hypoth-
esis of the PYD model is that, if the specific strengths of a 
young person and the resources in his or her context (assets 
for positive development found in homes, schools, out-of-
school-time activities, and faith communities, for instance) 
are aligned across development, then the life course of the 
young person can be enriched.

When knowledge of how to enhance the life of an indi-
vidual young person is attained in this way, developmental 
scientists can then begin to empirically assess if aggrega-
tion to groups or to the nomothetic case is legitimate (Rose 
2016). In turn, increasingly, powerful “assess and then (if 
empirically appropriate) aggregate” methods are becoming 
available to move from the idiographic to the group differen-
tial or the nomothetic levels of aggregation (e.g., Molenaar 
and Nesselroade 2014, 2015). These methodological innova-
tions are discussed later in this article.

Evidence for the Usefulness of RDS‑Based 
Models of Youth Thriving

There is abundant evidence that, when the strengths of youth 
are aligned with the resources for positive development that 
exist in the ecology of young people—their families, school, 
and communities—thriving can be promoted among diverse 
youth (e.g., Koller et al. 2017; Lerner et al. 2015, 2018; 
Petersen et al. 2017; Smith et al. 2017). This evidence under-
scores that the developmental pathways of young people are 
malleable; the relative plasticity of human development, and 
the individual ⬄ context relations that instantiate this plas-
ticity, can, through the above-noted alignment, enhance any 
young person’s attributes of positive development.

Although the Lerner and Lerner “Five C’s” model of PYD 
(Lerner 2018a) has garnered the most empirical support 
for the relational bases of youth thriving, both among U.S. 
samples (Heck and Subramaniam 2009) and among samples 
of global youth (Petersen et al. 2017), the other models of 
PYD noted earlier in this article have also found consider-
able empirical support. In short, then, there is little doubt 
that the RDS-based conception of the individual ⬄ context 

relations process, through which positive youth development 
occurs, is useful. Several key publications have provided 
replicated information about the antecedents, moderators, 
components, and outcomes of this PYD process (e.g., see 
Lerner et al. 2015, 2018, for reviews).

Antecedents and Moderators

Indicators of both the individual and the contextual compo-
nents of the adaptive developmental regulations providing 
the basis of PYD have been identified. Intentional self-reg-
ulation (ISR), hopeful future expectations, school engage-
ment, and spirituality are among the key individual-level 
components of these individual ⬄ context relations (Lerner 
2018a). Variation in these constructs moderates trajectories 
of PYD across the elementary through high school years 
(Lerner et al. 2015).

In turn, human, organizational, and physical ecological 
variables have been identified as important indicators of the 
contextual-level indicators of the individual ⬄ context rela-
tions involved in PYD (Benson 2008; Benson et al. 2011; 
Theokas and Lerner 2006). For example, individuals in the 
ecology of a young person (parents, teachers, coaches, pro-
gram leaders, faith leaders, and formal and informal men-
tors; Rhodes and Lowe 2009) are the most potent PYD-pro-
moting ecological asset in the life of a young person, one 
that proves to be most salient in all the ecological settings 
of a young person, for instance, the family, school, or com-
munity (Theokas and Lerner 2006). This observation was 
the point made by Urie Bronfenbrenner more than 40 years 
ago (Bronfenbrenner 1977, 1979).

Similarly, authentic collaborations between young people 
and adults, for instance, regarding the structure or function 
of the school, community-building efforts, or charitable 
activities, are another important ecological asset linked to 
PYD (Theokas and Lerner 2006). Institutional and physical 
ecological contributors to the individual ⬄ context relations 
promoting PYD include organized out-of-school-time (OST) 
programs (e.g., Eccles and Gootman 2002; Vandell et al. 
2015), parks, libraries, sports fields, museums, and faith-
based activities; in addition, a community infrastructure that 
provides safe and efficient access to ecological assets for 
PYD is a necessary component of a contextual setting pro-
moting youth thriving (Theokas and Lerner 2006).

Given the ubiquity around the globe of OST programs 
for youth (e.g., Vandell et al. 2015; YouthPower Learning 
2017), several scholars have discussed the key attributes that 
these programs need to possess for PYD to be effectively 
promoted (e.g., Blum 2003; Eccles and Gootman 2002; 
Roth and Brooks-Gunn 2003). In reviewing these discus-
sions based on U.S. OST programs, Lerner (2004) identi-
fied three characteristics of effective youth development 
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programs. He termed these attributes the “Big Three,” in 
that these features of youth development programs appear 
on all lists of important program characteristics proposed by 
scholars studying OST programs and PYD. That is, Lerner 
(2004) noted that, when delivered in a safe space, the key 
curricular features of a youth development program effective 
in promoting PYD are:

1.	 Positive and sustained adult-youth relationships between 
a young person and an adult (such as a mentor, coach, 
or teacher) who is competent, caring, and continually 
available for at least 1 year;

2.	 Life-skill building activities (e.g., enhancing skills perti-
nent to selection, optimization, and compensation); and

3.	 Opportunities for youth participation in and leadership 
of valued family, school, and community activities.

Lerner (2004) argued that these features of youth pro-
grams needed to be simultaneously and integratively present 
for PYD to be effectively promoted.

Components of PYD and Outcomes 
of the PYD Process

The process of individual ⬄ context relations (the adap-
tive developmental regulations) that produce PYD result in 
youth thriving. As explained earlier in this article, whereas 
all RDS-based models of PYD explain the emergence of 
thriving through reference to such a relational process, the 
constructs used to index positive development vary. As also 
noted, although the Five Cs (competence, confidence, car-
ing, connection, and character) within the Lerner and Lerner 
model of PYD have been the most widely studied set of 
indicators (Lerner 2018a), the manifest variable indicators 
of PYD vary across different models.

For instance, Damon (2008) indexes PYD through the 
development of purpose. Within his model, purpose involves 
seeking to accomplish something that involves a focus that is 
meaningful to the self and makes a contribution beyond self-
interest (e.g., to plant trees under whose shade you will never 
sit). Such a purpose provides a rationale and motivation for 
action, gives a young person a sense that he or she means 
something to other people, and organizes the self-definition, 
the identity, of a young person (e.g., Damon et al. 2003).

In turn, Benson (2008; Benson et al. 2011), through his 
field-building work of the “40 Developmental Assets” at the 
Search Institute, envisioned thriving to exist when a young 
person possessed a commitment to learning, positive val-
ues, social competencies, and positive identity. He argued 
that such attributes would be developed when the settings 
within which youth lived were marked by social support, 

empowerment, boundaries and expectations, and opportuni-
ties for the constructive use of time.

In Spencer’s (2006; Spencer et al. 1991, 2015) conception 
of PYD, termed the Phenomenological Variant of Ecologi-
cal Systems Theory (PVEST) model, there is also a focus 
on identity, as was the case in the models of both Damon 
(2008) and Benson (2008). In Spencer’s model, individual 
experiences and perceptions in relation to structural inequi-
ties in society are the key to understanding identity develop-
ment, especially regarding youth of color. Spencer studies 
the self-evaluations and subsequent identity development 
of these youth in relation to cultural stereotypes and other 
biases within their experienced and perceived ecology. Spen-
cer finds that positive development of youth of color rests 
on coping effectively with these prejudices and inequities.

Catalano, Hawkins, and their colleagues (e.g., Catalano, 
Fagan, Gavin, Greenberg, Irwin, Ross, & Shek, 2012; Cata-
lano et al. 2002) focus on a large set of indicators of thriv-
ing that may be developed by youth participating in effec-
tive youth development programs. These indicators of PYD 
include: bonding, resilience, social competence, emotional 
competence, cognitive competence, behavioral competence, 
moral competence, self-determination, clear and positive 
identity, spirituality, self-efficacy, belief in the future, rec-
ognition for positive behavior, opportunities for prosocial 
involvement, and prosocial norms.

This sample of PYD models demonstrates the breadth of 
constructs developmental scientists have used to index thriv-
ing in young people. However, at the same time, this sample 
reflects a great deal of commonality at the manifest-variable 
level. For instance, across this sample, identity, values (char-
acter), and competence are foci of theorists’ conceptions of 
PYD.

Given the commonality of theorists’ conceptions of the 
PYD process and, as well, of the indicators they use to mark 
the presence of thriving among youth, it might not be sur-
prising to learn that there is commonality as well in the ideas 
of theorists regarding the outcomes of a young person mani-
festing PYD. In fact, the models again show convergence in 
their conceptions of these outcomes. There is also replicated 
findings for the development of these outcomes.

It is an obvious inference that youth manifesting high 
levels of PYD, no matter how this construct might be opera-
tionalized at the manifest-variable level, should also mani-
fest other positive attributes. Perhaps, as well, an associated 
inference is that these youth should be less likely to mani-
fest problem or risk behaviors. That is, a quite reasonable 
inference to make is that there should be an inverse relation 
between positive and negative covariates (“outcomes”) of 
PYD.

Tests of the Lerner and Lerner PYD model and, as 
well, of other models generally confirm these expecta-
tions (Lerner et al. 2015). However, at the same time, these 



9Adolescent Research Review (2019) 4:1–14	

1 3

data sets indicate that the inverse relation between positive 
and negative outcomes is far from perfect. Typically, only 
about 25% of the variance in these relations is accounted 
for across studies based in U.S. adolescent samples (Lerner 
et al. 2015). There is some evidence that, when youth with 
high levels of PYD engage in age-normative risk or problem 
behaviors during their adolescence (e.g., the initiation of 
sexual behavior or alcohol use), they do so more carefully 
(e.g., by engaging in “safe sex”) than do youth with lower 
levels of PYD (Schwartz et al. 2010). Nevertheless, both 
theory and research are needed to better describe and explain 
the imperfect inverse relation between positive and negative 
behaviors manifested by thriving youth.

Finally, there is also commonality across models in the 
specific sorts of positive behaviors conceptualized as out-
comes of the PYD process. In the Lerner and Lerner model, 
there is the expectation that contribution—to self, family, 
community, and, ultimately, civil society and social jus-
tice—is the “6th C” of positive development (Lerner 2018a). 
Youth with high levels of competence, confidence, positive 
connections to others, caring (or compassion), and character 
should be motivated to make positive differences in their 
world, to contribute to making the world that is enhancing 
their lives a better place for others. Data from the Lerner, 
Lerner, and colleagues’ 4-H Study of Positive Youth Devel-
opment confirm these ideas for youth ranging from Grades 5 
to 12 in the U.S. (from late elementary school through high 
school) (Lerner et al. 2015).

Similarly, in Damon’s (2008) PYD model, indicators of 
a young person possessing authentic, positive, or “noble” 
purpose are engagement in activities promoting the common 
good and the welfare of others and, as well, more generally, 
manifesting positive and community contributions. As well, 
Benson’s (2008) conception of the constructive use of time 
by a thriving young person includes community contribu-
tions as an instance of such time use.

Conclusions about RDS‑based Models 
of PYD

There is considerable, replicated, and converging evidence 
that the strengths-based conceptions of youth thriving—
whether approached from the perspective of resilience 
science or of PYD—are useful frames for describing, 
explaining, and optimizing the antecedents, moderators, 
components, and outcomes associated with thriving trajec-
tories among youth. In the face of such evidence, it might 
seem reasonable to conclude that these strengths-based per-
spectives have “made their case,” that they may be consid-
ered useful alternatives to other conceptions of behavior and 
development among diverse young people that have focused 
on deficits-based views of youth development and, as such, 

depicted thriving as the absence of problem behaviors, ones 
often regarded as based on the possession of problematic 
genes (e.g., Belsky 2014; Belsky et al. 1991; Ellis et al. 
2012).

We would welcome such conclusions, but we would not 
make them at this point. Such conclusions are premature, to 
say the least. Developmental science is still at the beginning 
of tests of the PYD model, especially if one takes a global 
perspective about youth development. Key information is 
still absent and, as we turn to a discussion of these absences, 
we believe it is prudent to conclude that, at best, we are 
only at the end of the beginning of tests of RDS-based PYD 
models.

Key Absences in Tests of RDS‑based PYD 
Models

There is growing international recognition that it is impor-
tant to conduct longitudinal research if appropriate evidence 
is to be obtained about what resources are needed to sup-
port the healthy development of diverse young people and, 
perhaps in particular, global youth from the majority world 
(e.g., Lansford and Banati 2018). The 2015 UNICEF report 
of its Global Longitudinal Research Initiative (GLORI) is 
a case-in-point (Dunn and Banati 2015). In addition, there 
are some excellent longitudinal studies of majority-world 
youth from some of the world’s poorest nations. Here, the 
Young Lives study is an exemplar (e.g., Bourdillion and 
Boyden 2014). This study assesses childhood poverty and 
such constructs as nutrition, health and well-being, cognitive 
and physical development, health behaviors, and education 
in four low-income countries (Ethiopia, India, Peru and Viet-
nam), each country involving a cohort of about 2,000 chil-
dren aged between 6 and 18 months and about 1000 children 
aged between 7 and 8 years, recruited in 2002 and studied 
across multiple waves through, at this writing, 2017 (Barnett 
et al. 2013; Krutikova and Glewwe 2017).

However, despite this increasing global interest in and 
excellent examples of longitudinal research per se, the inter-
national interest in PYD models and, as well, in the Lerner 
and Lerner model in particular (Petersen et al. 2017), has 
not been transformed into major or many longitudinal stud-
ies of PYD among either majority world youth or global 
youth more generally. It is still the case at this writing that 
most of the developmental (i.e., longitudinal) tests of RDS-
based models of PYD have been conducted in the U.S. Obvi-
ously, great caution must be taken when using any U.S.-
based model in international settings. Spencer and Spencer 
(2014) have explained that most of the youth studied in the 
Lerner and Lerner 4-H Study were white, middle class, and 
rural. Youth of color were not adequately represented in the 
4-H Study sample (Spencer and Spencer 2014). Therefore, 
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generalizability to representative samples of U.S. youth is 
uncertain, as is generalization to global youth, and perhaps 
especially to poor youth from the majority world.

Lerner et al. (2018) discussed the initial stages of imple-
mentation of the Compassion International Study of PYD, 
a multi-nation set of longitudinal studies conducted among 
youth in some of the poorest nations in the words (e.g., 
El Salvador and Rwanda) that assesses the individual and 
contextual bases of thriving among youth involved in the 
church-based programs of Compassion International and 
youth in comparative counterfactual groups. Lerner et al. 
note that, analogous to many youth of color in the U.S., 
youth from the majority world face structural challenges 
(e.g., gender prejudice, marginalization, or lack of access 
to institutions of power in their nation) and contextual prob-
lems (e.g., persistent and pervasive poverty, lack of adequate 
access to health care, deficiencies in educational opportuni-
ties) that must be considered when studying them empiri-
cally (Spencer and Spencer 2014). In addition, by failing to 
consider the unique contextual challenges that global youth 
may face, especially those living in poverty, researchers may 
be defining PYD too narrowly for these youth.

As Lerner et al. (2018) explain, if researchers approach 
positive development with an exclusive focus on any one 
Western-developed PYD model there may be an omission 
or an underestimation of the potentially unique and creative 
ways in which global youth may use contextual assets to 
cope with their settings and thrive, particularly when faced 
with exceptional circumstances (Spencer and Spencer 2014; 
Spencer et al. 2015). In turn, it may be that a focus on pur-
pose, developmental assets, or the Five Cs, etc. is appropri-
ate for many global youth, but the way in which these ideas 
are operationalized in non-U.S. settings may need revision; 
the constructs pertinent to any PYD model may be mani-
fested differently in different national or cultural contexts. 
Clearly, future research needs to address these possibilities.

Moreover, this research must also move from being vari-
able-centered to fully person-centered. To date, and despite 
the collection of several longitudinal data sets (Lerner et al. 
2015), almost all of the empirical reports about PYD pertain 
to how variables covary within- or across-time. For instance, 
scores on intentional self-regulation, hope for the future, 
spirituality, or school engagement are used to predict indica-
tors of PYD and/or contribution. Such analyses assess how 
variation across individuals involving one construct cova-
ries with variation across individuals involving another 
construct. However, development is about intraindividual 
change. Accordingly, these analyses do not illuminate the 
potentially unique individual pathways through which the 
PYD process unfolds across adolescence.

Similarly, when group differential analyses are under-
taken—growth mixture modeling, latent class, or latent tra-
jectory analyses—information about groups of people are 

provided. Nevertheless, such analyses also are mute regard-
ing the idiographic pathways of development of the indi-
viduals involved in a specific group or trajectory. As such, if 
PYD research is to illuminate the bases of the development 
of specific youth developing at specific times and in spe-
cific places, then fully-idiographic analyses must be under-
taken (Molenaar and Nesselroade 2014, 2015; Rose 2016). 
Only such research can address the several questions that 
we have noted are involved in using the Bornstein (2017) 
specificity principle to frame PYD research. With data sets 
organized on the basis of information collected about the 
specificity of individual pathways, PYD research could then 
be structured in manners consistent with the “assess then 
aggregate” approach recommended by Molenaar and Nes-
selroade (2014, 2015) and Rose (2016) and endorsed by the 
present authors.

Of course, even with such data sets in hand, the study of 
RDS-based PYD models would be incomplete, and perhaps 
again especially regarding global youth. Time and place mat-
ter in RDS-based models of human development (Elder et al. 
2015) and, as well, so too does gender, race, socioeconomic 
status, and the host of other status and attribute variables 
that differentiate humans both within and across national 
borders. To use measures across these domains of variables, 
measurement invariance must be established. Invariance 
means that a measurement instrument performs in the same 
way across people, contexts, and time (Card 2017). Without 
evidence of measurement invariance across these domains of 
human life, measures of development—despite the reliability 
and validity they may possess with the specific samples with 
which the measures were developed—cannot be compared 
or integrated.

However, once invariance is established, sophisticated 
methods of Integrative Data Analysis (IDA) (Callina et al. 
2017; Curran and Hussong 2009) can be used to integrate 
data sets. Such analyses can create integrated data sets that 
depict pathways of PYD across ages, people, and places. 
Unfortunately, however, the use of IDA methods to construct 
such views of PYD trajectories is not possible because few 
PYD data sets, in the U.S. or globally, have been demon-
strated to possess measurement invariance.

In short, the absence of adequate measurement and data 
analysis methods means that, at this writing, developmental 
scientists cannot provide adequate answers to the question 
of whether the PYD construct has equivalent meaning across 
people, time, and place. A measure that is valid and reli-
able to assess PYD among 10-year-old girls living in rural 
areas of El Salvador cannot be used to assess PYD among 
12-year-old boys living in an urban setting in Rwanda unless 
there is evidence of measurement invariance. However, there 
are enormous advances being made in theory-predicated, 
and methodologically-rigorous developmental science (e.g., 
Molenaar et al. 2014; Molenaar and Nesselroade 2015; Rose 
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2016). We believe that these advances in scholarship will 
eliminate these absences in the near future of the field (e.g., 
see Cantor et al. 2018; Osher et al. 2018).

Conclusions

In 2017, the United States Agency for International Devel-
opment (USAID) commissioned a systematic review docu-
menting the application and impact of PYD approaches in 
low- and middle-income countries. The research, conducted 
by YouthPower Learning (2017), found that programs pro-
moting PYD were doing so “without a theoretical underpin-
ning or understanding of PYD” (p. 5) and, further, described 
“a lack of robust and consistent measurement of PYD out-
comes” and “few instances of longitudinal studies or evalu-
ations of PYD programs” (YouthPower Learning, p. 40). 
Indeed, in their conclusions, the research group emphasized 
“a tremendous need to invest in advancing the field, piloting 
new strategies, and rigorously evaluating and documenting 
programs that are being implemented” (p. 5–6).

Because of the rich set of individual and contextual 
constructs it integrates, and as a consequence of the way it 
frames the designs and measures of PYD research, RDS-
based models of PYD continue to attract researchers, prac-
titioners, and policy makers, which is an example of itera-
tive “translational synergy” (Masten 2011). The above-noted 
Compassion International Study of PYD is a recent example 
of just such developmental science. The study involves a 
collaboration between researchers and practitioners inter-
ested in assessing the usefulness of the Lerner and Lerner 
PYD model as a frame for promoting thriving among youth 
participating in the child-sponsorship programs of Compas-
sion International. As also exemplified by the Compassion 
International Study, RDS-based PYD models are also attrac-
tive to researchers, practitioners and, as well, policy mak-
ers because of the promise embodied in RDS conceptions 
regarding the provision of actionable means to align a young 
person and his or her world in ways that will create a healthy, 
happy, productive, competent, and fulfilled individual who 
will live a life of meaning and mattering to self, family, com-
munity, and society. The continuing and, in fact, growing 
interest in these RDS-based PYD models means that deficit 
models based on genetic reductionism, which have misin-
formed and, sadly, continue to misinform science and the 
public, do not coincide with empirical assessments of these 
programs (e.g., see Eccles and Gootman 2002, and; Vandell 
et al. 2015, for reviews).

For this reason alone, RDS-based PYD models have 
served and continue to serve an important function for sci-
ence and for civil society, both within and across nations. 
However, for these models to continue to make this con-
tribution and, even more, for them to fulfill their promise 

to practitioners, policy makers, and to the diverse youth, 
families, and communities of the world, more science—and 
better science—is needed. The absences that we have iden-
tified need to be replaced with high-quality developmental 
data. As we have noted, we are optimistic that such advances 
are on the near horizon of developmental science (e.g., as 
discussed in Cantor et al. 2018; Osher et al. 2018).

As summarized in this article, considerable theory-pred-
icated PYD research has been completed, and this work is 
valuable and has made important contributions to under-
standing and enhancing the lives of diverse youth of our 
world. However, we have pointed to the considerable work 
that remains to be done. We are, perhaps, then, at the end 
of the beginning of this scholarly journey. Additional schol-
arly endeavors aimed at enhancing the theory-predicated 
research-base pertinent to PYD will be important markers 
of progress as we continue this journey.
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