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Abstract The positive youth development perspective, a
strength-based relational developmental systems model that
focuses on mutually influential relationships between indi-
viduals and contexts, has been used to study thriving across
the second decade of life. However, more attention has been
paid empirically to identifying the features of the individual
(e.g., intentional self regulation, hope, or purpose) or to
enumerating the role of context-general ecological assets
than to the nature of individual-context relationships linked
to thriving within specific contexts. The goal of this special
section is to provide initial research reports about context-
specific instances of the thriving process. The research
focuses on two contexts where many youth spend a con-
siderable amount, and often the majority, of their time—
school and out-of-school time sports activities.

Introduction

Multiple dimensions of profound changes are prototypic of
the adolescent period, involving levels of organization
ranging from the physical and physiological, through the
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral, and to the social
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relational and institutional. When these changes are sys-
tematic, they represent the plasticity inherent in the devel-
opmental system (Lerner 1984). Such plasticity represents a
fundamental strength of the adolescent period (Lerner 2009),
in that it provides the material potential for positive func-
tioning. Indeed, if adaptive developmental regulations (that
is, mutually influential relationships between the individual
and the context, represented as individual < — context
relationships) emerge or can be fostered between the plastic,
developing young person and features of his context (e.g., the
structure and function of his/her family, school, peer group,
and community), then the likelihood will increase that youth
may thrive (that is, manifest healthy, positive developmental
changes) across the adolescent decade.

Indeed, predicated on relational developmental systems
theory (Overton 2010, 2011; Overton and Miiller 2012), the
links among plasticity, adaptive developmental regulations,
and thriving suggest that all young people have strengths that
may be capitalized on to promote thriving across the ado-
lescent years. Through the lens of relational developmental
systems theory, it is possible to assert that youth represent
“resources to be developed” (Roth and Brooks-Gunn 2003a,
b). This strength-based view of adolescents increasingly has
been used to study positive youth development (PYD), or
thriving, within the United States (e.g., Lerner et al. 2012)
and internationally (e.g., Gestsdottir and Lerner 2007; Sil-
bereisen and Lerner 2007). The results of this research has
led to the identification of the characteristics of thriving that
emerge from this relational process (e.g., the Five Cs of PYD
or youth Contribution; J. Lerner et al. in press; Lerner 2009).
In addition, research has identified the individual and eco-
logical bases of the development of these characteristics and
theoretically expected outcomes of the PYD process, e.g.,
youth community contribution or active and engaged citi-
zenship (e.g., Zaff et al. 2010).
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However, it is fair to say that, with some exceptions
(e.g., see Theokas and Lerner 2006; Urban et al. 2011),
more attention has been paid to identifying important
features of the individual (e.g., intentional self regulation,
hope, or purpose) or to enumerating the role of context-
general ecological assets (e.g., Benson et al. 2006, 2011)
than to ascertaining the nature of the mutually influential
relationships between individual and contexts (represented
as individual < — context relationships) within specific
contexts. The goal of this special section is to provide
initial research about such context-specific instances of the
thriving process. The articles in this special section focus
on the two contexts that, together, involve the greatest
investment of youth time, the school and out-of-school
time sports programs (e.g., Balsano et al. 2009; Elmore
2009; Zarrett et al. 2009).

The Importance of Studying Thriving Within Key
Contexts of Youth Development

Adaptive developmental regulations emerge from the
intersection of plastic, developing young people and fea-
tures of their specific contexts (e.g., the structure and
function of their family, school, peer group, or community-
based program). As such, it is important to attend to the
context-specific instantiation of the thriving process in
order to test whether it is manifested in the same way
across the different settings within which youth spend their
time. Such a focus helps frame the context-specific study of
PYD.

Of course, there are several different theoretical views
of the PYD process (e.g., Baltes et al. 2006; Benson 2008;
Damon 2004, 2008; Eccles 2004; Eccles and Wigfield
2002; Larson 2000; Lerner 2004, Lerner et al. 2005; Ma-
sten 2001; Spencer 2006; see also Lerner et al. 2009).
Nevertheless, these conceptions of thriving share, at the
metatheoretical level, an emphasis on relational develop-
mental systems thinking and an interest in adaptive indi-
vidual <« — context relationships. The model of the
thriving process used by Lerner and Lerner (e.g., Lerner
et al. 2012) explicitly draws on this relational conception.
This model frames the research reported in this special
section. Accordingly, it is useful to discuss the Lerner and
Lerner model and describe the data base they developed to
test it.

The 4-H Study of PYD

The 4-H Study of PYD (e.g., Lerner et al. 2005, 2009,
2010, 2011) seeks to identify the individual and ecological
relationships that may promote thriving and that, as well,
may have a preventive effect in regard to risk/problem
behaviors. Within the 4-H Study, thriving is seen as the

@ Springer

growth of attributes that mark a flourishing, healthy young
person, for example, the characteristics termed the “Five
Cs” of PYD—competence, confidence, character, connec-
tion, and caring (Eccles and Gootman 2002; Lerner et al.
2005; Roth and Brooks-Gunn 2003a, b). A key hypothesis
tested in this approach to PYD is that, if: (a) the strengths
of youth (b) can be aligned with the resources for positive
growth found in families, schools, and communities, then
(c) young people’s healthy development may be optimized
(Lerner 2004). In addition, given that positively developing
youth should be involved in adaptive developmental reg-
ulations, then a thriving young person should act to con-
tribute to the context that is benefiting him or her; there
should be contributions to self, family, community, and
civil society (Jelicic et al. 2007; Lerner et al. 2005). In
other words, if positive development rests on mutually
beneficial relationships between the adolescent and his/her
ecology, then thriving youth should be engaged positively
with and act to enhance their world and should be less
prone to engage in risk/problem behaviors. Figure 1 pre-
sents an illustration of the Lerner and Lerner conception of
the thriving process.

As indicated in the figure, the developmental process
envisioned by Lerner and Lerner (e.g., Lerner et al. 2005)
to be involved in the thriving process involves adaptive
developmental regulations between the strengths of youth
and the developmental assets present in their ecologies.
These mutually beneficial individual < — context rela-
tionships are depicted as being associated with PYD (and
the Five Cs associated with this construct) and, in turn,
with the enhanced probability of the contributions of youth
to their ecology and with lowered probabilities of risk/
program behaviors. The outcomes of these adaptive
developmental regulations feed back to the individual and
his/her context and thus create a nonrecursive basis for
further adaptive developmental regulations. The figure also
illustrates that these adaptive developmental regulations
and their positive and problematic sequelae exist within the
broader ecology of human development. This ecology
includes cultural and historical (temporal) variation, and
thus introduces change at all levels of organization within
the developmental system (Bronfenbrenner and Morris
2006; Elder 1998). Such changes are manifested by intra-
individual change, by interindividual differences in intra-
individual change, and by normative and non-normative
contextual variation (Baltes et al. 1977).

The process represented in Fig. 1 may be used to sum-
marize the contributions to this special section. These
contributions advance research about youth thriving by
exploring the features of the process that exist within two
of the key contexts of youth development, school and out-
of-school-time (OST) programs involving youth partici-
pation in sports; such participation is the major instance of
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Fig. 1 The relational, developmental systems model of the individual « — context relations involved in PYD used by Lerner et al. (2005, 2011)

OST activity among youth (e.g., Balsano et al. 2009;
Zarrett et al. 2009). Across the articles in this special
section, the reported data provide an important means to
appraise the nature of the similarities or differences in
thriving across key contexts of youth.

An Overview of this Special Section

The focus of each of the articles in this special section
pertains to the features of thriving that accrue in either the
school or OST-sport contexts. In the first article in the
special section, Lynch and colleagues identified significant
links between adolescents’ scholastic context and academic
outcomes, proposing that within each school there exists a
school-wide peer culture that is comprised of two compo-
nents (a relational and a behavioral component) that are
related to individual academic outcomes. The relational
component describes students’ perceptions of the quality of
peer relationships within each school while the behavioral
component is an aggregate representation of students’
actual behaviors in regard to academic tasks. Using the 4-H
Study data set, Lynch and colleagues explored the idea that

during adolescence the relational and behavioral compo-
nents of a school’s peer culture are related to students’
academic achievement and school engagement. Results
suggested that above and beyond a variety of individual,
familial, peer, and school characteristics that previously
have been associated with academic outcomes, aspects of
behavioral peer culture are associated with individual
achievement while components of both relational and
behavioral peer culture are related to school engagement.
Accordingly, this research underscores the admittedly
complex contexts of youth in nuanced (and innovative)
manners.

Li and Lerner also studied the school context, focusing
on school engagement, or the extent to which students are
involved, attached, and committed to the academic and
social activities in school. The authors explored the role
that school engagement plays in preventing academic
failure, promoting competence, and influencing a wide
range of adolescent outcomes. Although the multidimen-
sional nature of school engagement is well-recognized,
how the three purported parts of the construct work toge-
ther is largely unknown. By utilizing the 4-H Study data
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set, Li and Lerner examined the interrelations of behav-
ioral, emotional, and cognitive aspects of school engage-
ment over 3 years in adolescence. Results of autoregressive
lagged effects models revealed reciprocal relationships
between behavioral and emotional engagement and a uni-
directional link between behavioral and cognitive engage-
ment. These findings point to the importance of taking a
differentiated and change-sensitive approach to conceptu-
alizing and studying the links between young people and
the key contexts of their lives.

In the third article of this special section, Fay and Lerner
discuss eating pathology and sports participation patterns
among Grade 9 through 11 youth in the 4-H Study data set.
The authors tested the idea that sports participation among
these youth was a moderator for high versus low-risk eat-
ing disorder problems. Fay and Lerner identified several
distinct trajectories of adolescents’ eating pathology and
body dissatisfaction and linked these pathways to both
individual and contextual correlates of these pathways. As
such, this study highlights that diversity of patterns of in-
traindividual change in person « — context links are a
ubiquitous feature of positive or problematic youth
development.

Conclusions

The articles in this special section provide support for the
use of a relational developmental systems theory-based
approach to the thriving process. The research reported in
this special section enhances the understanding of the
intricacies of context-specific individual « — context
relationships, links that—when mutually beneficial to both
individual and context—put young people on a thriving
journey across the adolescent period. Moreover, as readers
review the scholarship included in these articles, they will
find evidence that supports the idea that there is a diversity
of youth strengths and ecological developmental assets that
may be integrated within and across contexts to foster
thriving and enhance the likelihood of the contributions of
youth while decreasing the likelihood of risk/problem
behaviors.

As the theory-predicated, context-specific research pre-
sented in this special section continues to evolve, and as
other work pertinent to the study and enhancement of
thriving processes continues (e.g., Lerner et al. 2012),
developmental science will become increasingly able to
specify what sorts of individual and contextual resources
need to be linked within specific settings wherein youth
live and develop in order to maximize the probability that
all young people will be given a greater chance to thrive.
As such, and underscoring the vital connection between
research and application involved in the PYD perspective
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(Hamilton 1999; Lerner et al. 2012), the articles in this
special section provide reason for all people concerned
with the health and welfare of adolescents to be optimistic
that evidence-based actions can be taken to enhance the
chances for thriving among all young people.
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