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Abstract We highlight the need for and critical importance

of the program of research reported in this Special Issue. We

emphasize that a focus on positive youth development is

sorely overdue. The impressive project covering one decade,

42 states and 7,000 participants demonstrates critical con-

tributors to positive youth development. The two identified

themes emerging from the set of papers are that contexts and

the nature of assets matter for youth. Collectively, the papers

explored a variety of positive youth development relevant

questions and utilized combinations of annual assessments

and data sources from an extraordinary data base. The core

methodological and conceptual flaw across papers was the

under-representation of minorities in the data set, which

limited the generalizability of findings. While the major

shortcoming was acknowledged at the onset and recognized

as a failing in each paper, nevertheless, merely conceding the

flaw was seen as insufficient given the policy, practice, and

research implications. The inadequate sampling and follow-

up of youth from families which continue to face persistent

social inequality and having the most to gain from a positive

youth development conceptual strategy and was a major

shortcoming; it prevented within group analyses. The co-

authors note that although research decisions made limited

the generalizability of the positive youth development

research strategy for non-white American youth, the inten-

ded goals for inclusiveness are evident and, accordingly,

suggest a level of hopefulness.

Keywords Context � Assets � Minorities � Positive youth

development

Introduction

Our commentary is divided into three parts. First, we dis-

cuss two overlapping themes evident in the research pre-

sented in the set of articles of this timely and much needed

Special Issue. Second, we present a section which anno-

tates and describes this ambitious set of articles. Third, we

highlight methodological and conceptual challenges

encountered in the implementation of the 4-H Study of

Positive Youth Development (PYD). Across the three parts

of our commentary, we both explain that the project is

impressive but that it has limitations that have implications

for the generalizability of its findings.

Themes in the Special Issue

Two highly consequential themes emerge from the con-

tributions to this Special Issue, and characterize its con-

ceptual framing. These issues have salience for all

teenagers: contexts and assets. Described first in the

introductory article by Bowers, Geldhof et al., the dual

emphasis of the eight subsequent relational developmental

systems-based articles of this special issue each asserts that

youth do not develop in a vacuum. Consideration of the

contexts they encountered is critical, as adolescents navi-

gate a variety of social spaces and physical places while

taking on the myriad developmental requirements manda-

tory for healthy transition into productive adulthood roles.

As the classic ideas by Havighurst (1953) suggest,

individuals’ successful coping with meeting developmental
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tasks leads to successful outcomes and well-being. For

adolescence, this is positive youth development. Of course,

given psycho-historically relevant societal changes, the

specifics of each task are different in the twenty-first cen-

tury from the categorical exemplars described in publica-

tions by Havighurst over 60 years ago. Nonetheless,

successful coping with tasks is necessary for development,

as well as acknowledging the character of activities and

myriad assets needed for positive youth development and

for the transition into successful adulthood. Both produc-

tive coping with tasks and having accessible assets remain

salient and relevant for achieving productive outcomes.

Paramount to acknowledge, as well, and as variously

described in the studies of this special issue is that youth

activities take place in a myriad of settings. The variety of

contextual differences described in this special issue

include those encountered when early adolescents transi-

tion from middle school to secondary school settings (e.g.,

see Chase et al., in this issue) as well as those reported for

youth engaged in out of school-time activities (e.g., see

Agans et al., in this issue).

The second of the dual themes emphasized across these

reports from 4-H Study of Positive Youth Development

(PYD) is the simple truth that assets matter and contribute to

positive outcomes and the thriving process. Neither insight

(i.e., context and assets) is new, but their ‘‘re-visitation’’ in

such a large study, which contains participants from multiple

ethnicities, is refreshing. In fact, the 4-H Study researchers’

critical transition from a non-deficit perspective, particularly

for youth of color, has an important history. To name two

exemplars, their consideration was introduced both in the

SRCD-supported 1985 edited volume, Beginnings: Social

and Affective Development of Black Children (Spencer et al.

1985) and then was reiterated 5 years later in 1990 as a

collaborative journal effort in the Child Development Spe-

cial Issue, Minority Children (Spencer and McLoyd 1990).

For the current 4-H Study work, both themes’ joint presence

in the eight-wave longitudinal effort is expansive and non-

pathology in orientation and, accordingly, deserves signifi-

cant acknowledgement. The application of the relational

developmental systems model across studies should be rec-

ognized as both nuanced and a forward-directed theoretical

formulation.

However, there remain significant conceptual and meth-

odological gaps requiring successful navigation and reflection

for maximizing authentic application and use by practitioners,

policy makers, programmers, researchers, and socializing

agents situated in homes, schools, and communities (i.e., all

systems purporting to provide services, opportunities, and

support). The Robert Frost poem, which appears at the end of

our commentary, ‘‘Stopping By Woods on a Snowy Even-

ing,’’ communicates our thoughts about our current scientific

and professional circumstance. That is, undoubtedly, we

recognize our current situation and dilemma as developmental

and behavioral scientists and the destination expected for

maximizing youth well-being. Without question, remaining

steps include multiple procedural and theoretical spaces to

traverse for identifying and asserting the contributors to

positive youth development outcomes desired for all youth

irrespective of race, ethnicity, immigration, and socio-eco-

nomic status. However, this goal requires not only compari-

sons between groups but, also, intra-group analyses.

Enacting a focus on this goal will provide opportunities to

ascertain the impact of specific situational spaces as well as

the efficacy of particular assets that are intended to be sup-

portive for those for whom they were actually designed to

support (e.g., see McGee and Spencer 2012; Spencer 2011).

Impressively, the several collaborations represented by the

eight research articles utilizing one or more of the eight

waves of the same data base represent, as a collective

endeavor, authentic progress and provide important lessons.

Varied ecological assets have been identified and included in

the 4-H Study research. Analysis of the findings offers par-

ticular insights about development and, as well, cautions

about generalizability long known but infrequently inte-

grated and represented in our conceptual strategies and

methodologies. A synopsis of each contribution follows.

A Synopsis of the Contributions of this Special Issue

The first article by Bowers, Geldhof et al., ‘‘Thriving

Across The Adolescent Years: A View Of The Issues,’’

provides an effective introduction and overview of the 4-H

Study of PYD, an important study of over 7,000 youth

surveyed across eight waves with over half of their parents

involved, as well. The sample consists of female and male

adolescents and includes minority representation, but too

few for within group analyses. The authors acknowledge

the lack of adequate diversity as a weakness which limits

generalizability. The subsequent articles provide multiple

illustrations of unique approaches for understanding PYD

and the conditions which challenge its full expression.

The article by Callina et al., ‘‘Hope in Context: Devel-

opmental Profiles of Trust, Hopeful Future Expectations,

and Civic Engagement across Adolescence,’’ points to a

past lack of focus on parent–child relationships in the

development of adolescents’ hope. The innovative approach

in this study involved seeking to identify developmental

profiles of youth ‘‘with respect to hopeful future expecta-

tions (HFE) and to parental trust across adolescence’’ (i.e.,

across Grades 7–10). Among the quite fascinating findings

and, contrary to their hypotheses, the profile reflecting the

greatest discrepancy in HFE and trust across early to middle

adolescence (i.e., Moderate Hope/U-shaped Trust) was

associated with the highest mean Contribution scores.

1028 J Youth Adolescence (2014) 43:1027–1035

123



America is not a post-racial society, although it is

comforting for some to infer that the election of the

nation’s first African American President suggests other-

wise. The unavoidable awareness of youth of different

‘‘everyday treatment’’ experienced as a function of race/

ethnicity and gender status differences would suggest

potentially varying profiles of HFE by race and such a

possibility deserves attention. Race/ethnicity impacts the

degree of individual-context fit and of youth perceptions of

trustworthiness of settings and individuals. Accordingly,

discerning the specific assets (i.e., both as contextual

resources and as human characteristics) needed for mod-

erating the adaptation requirements for PYD deserves

attention. The study’s inability to test whether HFE and

trust produce similar profiles for adolescents of color is an

unfortunate missed opportunity, which potentially thwarts

efforts designed to specify fully positive youth outcomes.

The contribution of Chase et al., ‘‘Academic Achieve-

ment in the High School Years: The Changing Role of

School Engagement,’’ introduces analyses that focus on the

construct of school engagement (i.e., the degree to which

students are involved in and committed to the academic and

social activities in school). The dilemma for education

represented by achievement gap findings underscores the

importance of the study. The authors, approaching the

complex situation from a human development (as compared

to an education) perspective, consider the multiple and

relevant domains of development, utilize a novel tripartite

model emphasizing behavioral, emotional, and cognitive

components, and investigate how engagement in the school

context relates to academic achievement throughout high

school. Given the persistent racial achievement gap find-

ings, the article provides important information. In fact, in

contrast to previous efforts, the co-authors wished to

explore the reciprocal relationship among factors affecting

engagement. Specifically, they sought to determine the

magnitude and direction of the relations among students’

self-reported GPA and the tripartite components of behav-

ioral, emotional, and cognitive school engagement across

the high school years. Findings included the observation

that behavioral school engagement was the strongest indi-

cator, suggesting support for the thesis that study skills and

effort may contribute to academic success.

Among other study outcomes, cognitive and emotional

factors, although certainly influentially linked to behavioral

ones, were found to not account for academic success.

Feeling good about school or thinking positively about it,

does not necessarily translate into the positive behavioral

characteristics (e.g., study skills) that are the strongest

predictors of academic success. The authors note that this

finding may be linked to the relative consistency of aca-

demic performance during the high school years. From our

perspective, given the biases of the sample, we agree with

the authors’ caution that the mainly European American

sample introduces conceptual challenges. Youth of color

too frequently have known about or themselves had per-

sonal experiences which are interpreted as evidence that

effort does not matter. That is, performing well, subscrib-

ing to study skill investment, and demonstrating perse-

verance of effort, in and of itself, may not be adequate for

obtaining the desired academic outcomes. The varied

meaning-making processes suggested are legitimate dif-

ferences which should be included in the identified chal-

lenges and assets considered. Thus, although not testable

given the noted limitation in the sample, for minority stu-

dents, evidence countering the authors’ reported findings

would involve findings that behavioral school engagement

indicators may be different or function differently for

particular minorities than they do for European American

youth who, too frequently, are made to represent the

‘‘standard’’ against which all others are compared.

The article by Bowers et al., ‘‘Important Non-Parental

Adults And Positive Youth Development Across Mid- To

Late-Adolescence: The Moderating Effect Of Parenting

Profiles,’’ examines individual thriving (the Five Cs of

PYD) across mid- to late-adolescence (i.e., across four

waves), and explores how PYD is moderated by youth

relationships with parents (as indexed by school involve-

ment, warmth, and monitoring) and with important non-

parental adults. The authors identified profiles of perceived

parenting and then assessed how the profiles related to the

Five Cs and to important non-parental adults. The sample

reported included ethnic-diversity challenges which are

salient, given the assumptions about minority parenting

practices that too often ignore experiences associated with

structurally determined, generally unacknowledged, and

socially imposed low resource conditions. Such challenges

are uniquely evident at all levels of social, psychological,

and physical ecologies and are salient for parenting prac-

tices. Notwithstanding the conceptual challenges noted, the

overall questions posed are important. The results suggest

that the majority of youth perceived their parents to exhibit

a relatively positive parenting profile. At each wave many

youth were members of an Integrative profile; in fact, most

youth were actually members of the Authoritative or Highly

Involved parenting profiles. As suggested, given the con-

text-independent labeling pattern associated with African

American parenting adults in the literature (i.e., as generally

authoritarian), the study’s shortcoming is its missed

opportunity to obtain data important for understanding

minority family parenting and positive youth experiences.

The contribution by Agans et al., ‘‘Activity Involvement

as an Ecological Asset: Profiles of Participation and Youth

Outcomes,’’ addressed another important set of questions.

The authors explored patterns of adolescent activity

involvement and the developmental outcomes associated
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with long-term patterns of participation. The questions

were thoughtful and included ‘‘whether participation in a

wide variety of activities is indeed beneficial for youth

development, does such breadth of participation remain

adaptive if it is sustained across the high school years, or is

it more beneficial for adolescents to begin to reduce the

number of activities in which they participate? Further-

more, to what extent is a young person’s pattern of par-

ticipation predictive of developmental outcomes at the end

of high school?’’ The authors found that changes in ado-

lescents’ breadth of participation were associated with

increased substance use, depression, and other risk

behaviors, as well as with lower levels of Contribution. In

addition, consistent membership in the high-participation

group was associated with higher levels of PYD and

Contribution, as well as with lower levels of substance use,

in contrast to individuals with consistent membership in the

lower-participation group. Generally, there was a lower

level of risky behaviors among individuals in the higher-

participation group. Youth from lower-SES families were

more likely to move between the high and lower partici-

pation groups.

More than likely there were unique reasons for the

mobility by social class, which might suggest that the

supports and incentives required would also need to be

different. The findings by social class would have been

more salient if also available by race/ethnicity, given the

overall social class findings. On the one hand, and as stated,

there is an assumption that middle-income Whites represent

the standard and that all minorities experience and interpret

contexts similarly, independent of social class status (i.e., an

inference that ‘‘whiteness’’ dominates and supersedes other

factors). Given the sheer number of study participants, the

opportunity to examine the race/ethnicity by social class

groupings would have been highly salient for programming

and policy implications. That is, if participation opportu-

nities matter across the high school years, consequentially,

are particular minority groups, differentiated by socio-

economic class, also in need of greater support for activity

participation versus an assumption that all youngsters

require and have access to the same level of support? One

would infer that from a program and management per-

spective, a strategy of implementing support-sensitive pol-

icy responses for planning purposes represents an

economically sound approach; potentially, it would also

lessen stereotyping for those, in fact, not needing additional

support, although representing a particular racial group

membership. In sum, the differentiated orientation we

suggest involves supports, overall, which would diminish

potential stereotyping.

The authors of the next article, Geldhof et al., ‘‘Longi-

tudinal Analysis of a Very Short Measure of Positive Youth

Development,’’ researched the bi-factor structure of PYD,

as indexed by the Five Cs, across all eight waves of the 4-H

study. The authors used the very short 17-item form of the

PYD measure (the PYD-VSF), which, due to its brevity,

allowed a test of the structure of the bifactor model across

all waves of the 4-H Study. Related to this work was their

desire to ascertain whether this form might be useful for

youth program evaluation. Of course, having an inadequate

sample of minorities suggests an inability to infer the

form’s adequacy and potential appropriate use with groups

distinct from European Americans. That critique notwith-

standing, the effort is nonetheless important. Their bifactor

models suggest strong correlations among several of the

five Cs. Among other findings, Competence and Confi-

dence were highly correlated, suggesting that participants

who rate themselves as being competent would also rate

themselves as having high levels of self-confidence.

Of course for a diverse sample, it would be critical to

explore, for example, if the feedback to high Confidence

males of color is perceived in the same way; thus, might

the construct and experience be different? Character and

Caring were also correlated with each other while dis-

playing consistently low correlations with Competence and

Confidence. Connection was consistently and strongly

correlated with Competence, and Confidence appeared

consistently and weakly correlated with Caring. In addi-

tion, Connection was moderately to highly correlated with

Character early in adolescence but decreased during later

adolescence.

The authors conclude that the PYD-VSF can be an

efficient and useful measure of youth thriving and for

assessing links to positive and difficult features of devel-

opment across adolescence. They note that the correlations

among the PYD score and its indices are not uniformly

positive or negative and the nature of these connections

changes over the course of adolescence. They suggest that

PYD may be a valuable tool for program evaluation, par-

ticularly if these observations regarding correlation/chan-

ges are incorporated into the analyses. We would add,

given the sampling concerns we have stated, that it would

be important that a follow-up study, with a larger and

representative sample of youth, be conducted for examin-

ing whether the outcomes indicated hold with a more

diverse sample.

Hershberg et al., the research team for ‘‘Illuminating

Trajectories of Adolescent Thriving and Contribution

through the Words of Youth: Qualitative Findings from the

4-H Study of Positive Youth Development,’’ explored the

4-H Study from a qualitative perspective. Their strategy

was to examine the reported words of youth who partici-

pated in the 4-H Study in Grades 6, 9, and 12. The authors

analyzed participants’ responses to two open-ended ques-

tions about the most meaningful aspects of their daily lives

and their visions of their idealized selves. It is timely to

1030 J Youth Adolescence (2014) 43:1027–1035

123



recall that longstanding questions remain about the ‘‘ref-

erent others’’ that contribute to the delineation of the self

for minority youth. Thus, this important study represents

another excellent opportunity for understanding diversity,

given its potential for reporting diverse youths’ unique

perceptions and meaning making processes of salient

experiences (over time) and the implications of those daily

experiences and visions for their multiple selves.

The authors themselves acknowledge the challenge that

the participants might define certain PYD concepts differ-

ently than views of scholars and practitioners (i.e., thriving

may be seen as synonymous with making money for some

adolescents). Differences were observed between males

and females, with the former group placing greater

emphasis on self-improvement, and the latter group more

interested in improving the circumstances of peers and

communities—both sets of findings having implications for

program design and implementation. As suggested previ-

ously, given the greater familial interdependent functioning

for some cultural minorities, minority status membership

would introduce the possibility of even greater variation in

the defining and reporting of everyday experience.

In the next article, ‘‘Profiles of Problematic Behaviors

across Adolescence: Covariations with Indicators of Posi-

tive Youth Development,’’ Arbeit et al. wished to examine

the relationship between problem behaviors (i.e., depres-

sive symptoms, bullying, delinquency, substance abuse,

disordered eating behavior, and problematic sexual

behavior) and positive development (the five Cs). Several

research questions were pursued: (1) Can profiles of

problematic behaviors be identified in Waves 2 through 8

(Grades 6 through 12) of the 4-H Study of PYD?, (2) If yes,

then what is the relationship between various profiles of

risk behaviors and the five Cs of PYD?, and (3) Are there

patterns of gender difference relating to profile member-

ship? Among other outcomes, the authors found higher

levels of Confidence and Competence associated with the

Low Risk profile and with the Alcohol and Aggression

profile. Low levels of Confidence and Competence were

consistently found in the Mental Health Struggles and the

Mental Health and Other Risks profiles, and low levels of

Confidence were found in the High Drive for Thinness

profile. The authors suggested that this set of findings

reflects a possible association between high levels of

Confidence and Competence and externalizing behaviors.

In part, the authors interpreted these findings in the

context of research on the role of sports in youth devel-

opment. Sports participation has been linked to the Five Cs

of PYD, and sports participation has been shown to be

correlated with alcohol consumption. They contrasted this

assessment with the profiles of youth with low Confidence,

which is characteristically associated with depressive

symptoms and other internalizing symptoms. Males were

more likely to fall into the Alcohol and Aggression Group

as well as the High Risk group. Females were more likely

to be part of the Mental Health Struggles, Mental Health

and Other Risks, and High Drive for Thinness groups. The

authors note that this set of findings fits into existing lit-

erature that indicates males are more likely be delinquent

and substance users whereas females are more likely to

show signs of depression and eating disorders. The authors

noted that participants in the Low Risk group were more

likely to stay in the study, whereas those in groups with the

highest levels of problematic behaviors were more likely to

leave.

From our point of view, these relationships may be more

complex among ethnically diverse youth. For example,

among Black girls, Black cultural identity is significantly

associated with girls’ reports of fewer depressive symp-

toms and not associated with BMI or with overweight

concerns. In addition, for minority youth, the use of sports

might be interpreted as providing potential access to unu-

sual levels of opportunity. In short, the relationship

between PYD and behavioral health profiles may be more

nuanced if one considers race and race-class variations.

The next article, by Hillard et al., ‘‘The Deficit Model:

Bullying and Trajectories of Character Virtues in Adoles-

cence,’’ examined bullying and character in adolescence by

studying the development of performance, civic, and moral

character in relation to youth self-reported bullying status.

The authors explored trajectories and possible interrela-

tionships among moral character, civic character, and

performance character trajectories. Then they examined

whether the status of bullying/being bullied was differen-

tially associated with the trajectories for the three character

types. They hypothesized that bullying would be negatively

associated with moral and civic character trajectories, but

would be related to performance character trajectories. In

addition, they hypothesized that youth not involved in

bullying would exceed bullies in civic and moral character

domains. No predictions were made regarding bully-vic-

tims. Nevertheless, the study is innovative.

Methodological and Conceptual Challenges

As noted, the studies reported in this special issue asked

unusually sensitive and important questions, and the find-

ings are interesting, some novel and quite unexpected, and

all suggest critical insights for adults as service providers,

teachers, and parental socialization agents. The under-

representation problem, appropriately, has been acknowl-

edged in the articles. Nonetheless, as we alluded to previ-

ously, the twenty-first century national standpoint

concerning race attempts to view the nation as post-racial,

thus, feigning the view that identifiability by race no longer
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matters. However, the unique contexts experienced by

those under-represented in the large scale study should give

rise for concern about generalizability. Pointing to this

dilemma allows us to highlight the continuing problem of

adaptations required by some youth for solving the same

developmental tasks or for navigating the same spaces and

places. As one candid example, every parent of an ado-

lescent preparing for the ritual of high school-provided

Driver Education programming in pursuit of youth

obtaining licensure to drive, the implications of ‘‘driving

while Black or Brown’’ suggests needed cautions. Our

point is that the pursuit and correlates of PYD for adoles-

cents of color require special coping and adaptations with

adults, and particularly non-family ‘‘others’’ more gener-

ally. Thus, the occasion for a group of studies representing

a national data set of over 7,000 youngsters was a bold

plan. Its potential for assisting in unraveling the similar and

different experiences required for positive youth develop-

ment was no small goal and deserves special recognition

and accolades.

However, as we have suggested, the individual-context

‘‘fit’’ (or not) issue matters deeply and, most importantly,

the fact of its salience has a long history but was not enough

to ignite concern very early in this ambitious, decade-long,

eight waves of data collection in this innovative undertaking

on positive youth development. The good news is that the

study was conceptualized and implemented, and its findings

provide significant scholarship on PYD for European

American youth. The disappointing news, of course, is its

missed opportunity, on methodological grounds, to obtain

insights about and address the PYD needs of a large

American minority youth constituency. The situation rep-

resents a quite stable conceptual dilemma and shortcoming

of extant youth development research.

For a start, ecological perspectives were evident during

the latter decades of the first half of the twentieth century

and interpretations published by social psychologists

emphasized their salience for understanding the behaviors

and development of children growing up in a variety of

settings (e.g., see One Boy’s Day: A specimen record of

behavior; Barker and Wright 1951), as well as their impact

on the schooling experiences of American youth (e.g., see

Big School, Small School: School size and student behav-

ior; Barker and Gump 1964). In each case, the assets and

opportunities associated with the nature of the context for

students’ everyday relational experiences, behavior, and

learning were analyzed. Using a variety of case study-like

methods, Barker, Wright, and Gump implemented

thoughtfully designed studies and published results

describing the links among children’s contexts and asso-

ciated experiences.

However, the behavioral science field undertook studies

and made reports that involved mainly Midwestern

European American children. Many studies were con-

ducted at the Midwest Psychological Field Station in

Oskalooska, Kansas, and other areas around Lawrence,

Kansas, given the social scientists’ affiliations with the

University of Kansas. It is critical to acknowledge that

Native Americans were, in fact, present in the settings

where these ecological studies were produced but were not

included in the published scholarship. In fact, such youth

resided in the area and others were enrolled in the nearby

Haskell Institute for Native Americans, which began

admitting students in 1884. However, the experiences of

Native American youth are not identified as having been

included in the ecology-linked scholarship produced during

that period. Thus, irrespective of opportunity, the penchant

to ‘‘overlook’’ or under-plan for diversity is not new, and it

has not ended. The current 4-H PYD project was conducted

virtually 50 years following the seminal ecological studies

by Barker, Wright, and Gump.

As described by Bowers, Geldhof et al., as the opening

conceptual frame for their theoretical model, the authors

cite Roth and Brooks-Gunn (2003a, b) as a means to

introduce the viewpoint that youth development programs

aimed at enhancing health and thriving among adolescents

concluded that young people should be regarded not as

problems to be managed but, instead, as resources to be

developed. The Roth and Brooks-Gunn insights built on

Larson’s (2000) vision for research aimed at understanding

and promoting PYD. However, there continues to be a

tradition of studies focused on deficit outcomes when

including minorities of color; accordingly, the current

project represents an unusual focus (PYD) and is impres-

sive in scope. Relative to minorities, as a tradition, research

designs continue to ignore social structure-determined

assets and maintain a tradition which implies white popu-

lations as the healthy standard for informing processes of

development. Importantly and counter to this trend, the

current collaborations involved in the 4-H Study provide a

more equitable goal of exploring PYD, more generally, for

diverse adolescents. However, the well-intended effort of

this large scale study represents but an intention. The

impressive undertaking has produced findings and con-

clusions about PYD which address the experiences of

Euro-American adolescents. The highly problematic aspect

of the policy and practice implications is that the concep-

tual strategies framed by Figure 1 (see Bowers et al., in this

volume) leaves many knowledge gaps when it comes to the

programmatic strategies actually needed for obtaining PYD

for all citizens, including youth of color.

There are also other methodological and conceptual

themes that are important to note. As already suggested,

another theme is the problem of data sufficiency for ana-

lyzing and obtaining discrete, within-group, ethnic-group

findings. In turn, still another theme of relevance for all
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PYD articles stems directly from the model provided as

Figure 1, and will be addressed as conceptual challenges

given the sample size problems previously noted.

Addressing the theme of diversity, the eight waves of

the ambitious 4-H PYD sampling strategy represent a

significant effort when the sheer number of adolescents

sampled is considered (!). Beginning with the first wave in

2002, which included 1700 fifth grade youth and about

1,100 parents from 13 states in the United States, and

given subsequent strategies to maintain statistical power,

the final sample is impressive. Specifically, and as

described in each report when delineating its sampling

procedures, given the questions posed and constructs

identified according to wave, by the completion of Grade

12 data collection, Bowers, Geldhof et al. noted in their

introduction that the 4-H Study involved 42 states and

more than 7,000 adolescents and 3,500 parents. Given the

large sample size, available constructs, and nuanced

variables, the overall study and its related articles repre-

sented an opportunity to examine thriving across a decade.

However, as acknowledged in the introduction and indi-

vidually by article authors, overall the sample was

homogenous, and the sample size precluded obtaining

insights for non-European American adolescents. How-

ever, given the expense of the undertaking, sophistication

of its design, the resources for project implementation that

were expended, and the repeated stating of sampling

shortcomings in this research effort, we need to ask, Is

acknowledging the problem enough? Importantly, this

study made the social science correction for gender

inclusion (i.e., given the significant representation of

females). It is a valued design implementation. Nonethe-

less, it will be important for the authors to ponder the steps

necessary for obtaining equal and ‘‘seamless success’’ for

ethnic diversity inclusivity, as well.

The additional efforts and conditions required for suc-

cessful follow-up data collection with minority samples is

neither an inconsequential concern nor an unexpected

dilemma, particularly for research efforts requiring repe-

ated measurements. Myriad relevant research challenges

have been addressed both during the latter decade of the

twentieth century (e.g., see Graham 1992) as well as in the

initial decade of the twenty-first century (e.g., see Fisher

et al. 2002). Accordingly, a variety of critiques and sug-

gestions have been offered, and these works provide

insights about research tactics and strategies that appear,

unfortunately, under-addressed or ignored; accordingly,

methodological and conceptual shortcomings persist,

independent of whether the funding emanates from private

or federal funding sources. The sampling sufficiency con-

cern is the most obvious methodological dispute we have

with the 4-H Study. Other conceptual limitations suggested

by the model itself (see Figure 1 in Bowers, Geldhof, et al.)

introduce additional analysis challenges that add to the

sampling difficulties previously described.

As illustrated in Figure 1, defining strengths of adoles-

cents without also considering diverse ways in which social

structures and contexts affect youth may under-estimate

other markers of strength equally important for PYD

characteristics. For example, for youth from economically

marginal, ethnically devalued, or undocumented families,

demonstrating creativity in coping or thinking about one’s

attributes given multiple and complex challenges may be

critically important for influencing PYD. Thus, missing

from the model is the role of proactive and defensive

strategies or adaptations (i.e., suggesting the positive

attributes of challenge) for practicing and developing

adaptive behaviors which offset the impact of risk (i.e., for

depression, delinquency, and substance use). Although an

uncomfortable acknowledgement for some, as previously

noted, America is not yet post-racial. Social structures are

designed and function to facilitate chronic conditions of

inequality and high-risk conditions which persist both

intentionally and unintentionally. Particularly for the life

situations of youth experiencing long-term statuses of

significant low income, race/ethnicity associated inequal-

ity, immigrant status challenges, sibling (or other adult)

care requirements, navigation of neighborhoods with lim-

ited resources, and expectations for household economy

contributions (i.e., all unacknowledged social structural

linked situations), these issues matter profusely. Accord-

ingly, understanding genuine supports and resources that

ameliorate the impact of excessive challenges are critical

steps for promoting PYD equally for all youth. Thus,

nuanced understandings are critical for decision makers for

ascertaining which supports and assets are actually expe-

rienced as authentic, supportive ones.

Significantly coping with challenge may be a norm

which may compromise the contributions of ecological

assets or, alternatively, serve as a foundation for develop-

ing positive youth outcomes by fostering adaptive

responses in creative and positive ways. Thus, an oppor-

tunity for the model to accommodate and acknowledge

successful and unsuccessful behavioral experiences and

challenges might serve to assist in identifying additional

assets particularly important for youth in exceptional cir-

cumstances. For example, currently, the noted contribu-

tions and ecological assets that are included omit the role

of challenge as an asset. Also important to capture are not

only the range of assets, but how such resources are used

and whether they offset experienced challenges leading to

positive or negative outcomes. In other words, assets vary

depending on the individual challenge and their perception

or meaning-making and actual experience as such.

Finally, by defining thriving narrowly as positive youth

development (five Cs), does it suggest other forms of
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thriving as suboptimal? For example, a teenager’s coping

with life in a homeless shelter may be thriving but is it the

PYD intended and presented in Figure 1? Might the model

be informed by considering levels of complexity that more

accurately represent lives made intricate by under-

acknowledged circumstances (e.g., due to under-resourcing

or an over-abundance of supports)?

Conceptual clarity and methodological breadth are

critically important to ensure that the myriad experiences

of diverse youth can be captured as well. An analysis of

the articles represented in this special issue suggests that

we are on the right trajectory and have come a long way

when compared with findings reported fifty plus years ago.

As acknowledged by the authors, although it was not

possible to provide analyses of the sample’s racial cohorts

across waves of data collection, nevertheless, and impor-

tantly, the findings of the 4-H Study still demonstrate the

salience and relevance of a decade long, asset-focused

longitudinal study of PYD. The magnitude of the study

situates this endeavor in an incomparable and historical

place.

In every walk of life in early twenty-first century

America, we are neither post-racial nor in a ‘‘power-

unmotivated’’ space; in fact, issues of race, ethnicity and

diversity are much more nuanced and complex than during

previous periods. However, the articles of this special issue

indicate that we can apply models of human development

to those youth who are racially diverse and thus assess

strategies for navigating the distance required for arriving

at our goal of PYD for all young people. As suggested by

the poem by Robert Frost which follows, although we have

made progress, there is still a distance to travel before

arriving at the goal of universal PYD.

‘‘Stopping By Woods on a Snowy Evening,’’ by

Robert Frost

The woods are lovely, dark and deep,

But I have promises to keep,

And miles to go before I sleep,

And miles to go before I sleep
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