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Abstract This commentary uses the contributions of the

4-H Study of Positive Youth Development as a chance to

reflect on the progress of the past two decades and suggest

important tasks for the future. Meaningful advances in

theory now set the stage for needed work on measurement,

evaluation, and understanding of contextual processes. The

commentary ends with a plea for an integration of the

research and programmatic approaches of promotion and

prevention in order to study youth development and

implement youth programs.

Introduction

It is a pleasure to be able to write about this special issue of

Journal of Youth and Adolescence which is dedicated to the

tremendously valuable 4-H Study of Positive Youth

Development conducted by Richard Lerner and his col-

leagues. These articles illustrate several themes in the study

of youth. What the 4-H Study demonstrates, sometimes in

quite vivid ways, is how far the field of positive youth

development has come in the past two decades. Early

conceptions were advanced in part to move away from

what seemed like an exclusive focus on problem behavior

and the ‘‘storm and stress’’ of the adolescent years.

Scholars including Lerner, Hamilton, Benson, Eccles, and

us, began thinking about youth as more than problems to be

managed but as resources to be cultivated. This cadre of

researchers was joined by others including Blyth, Mahon-

ey, MacBride, Tolan, Larson, Moore, Pittman, Spencer,

and Damon, in focusing on the positive, not just on the

negative, behaviors exhibited by teen-agers.

To do so, in many cases, required a rethinking of

appropriate theoretical models, specification of constructs

tapping into positive behavior, and development of mea-

sures of these constructs. It also required a focus on how

such behaviors develop and change over time, requiring a

longitudinal approach. And, focusing on the positive meant

that the contexts in which youth develop had to be

rethought, both in terms of which contexts were important

and which contextual processes were operating. We had

done a terrific job on the negative side of the ledger; it was

time to do the same on the positive side.

In the first section of this essay, achievements in theory,

measurement, developmental trajectories and contexts will

be discussed, using the 4-H Study as an exemplar. The

articles in this special issues highlight all four, given the

design and purpose of the 4-H Study, as put forth by Lerner

and his team. Woven into the section on progress in theory

and research will be some suggestions for future work. The

second section will consider, albeit briefly, implications for

program implementation and practice. Such issues build on

what might be termed the first phase of work on positive

youth development, which the 4-H Study represents. Basic

theory, measurement, context description, and change over

time were needed as a grounding for considering pro-

grammatic efforts. The final section is a plea for integration

of the two strands of youth development–promotion and

prevention-into our theory, research, and programs. While

positive youth development by its nature looks toward

promotion, and problematic youth development considers

prevention, we argue that the two approaches need to be

tied together much more closely than in the past.
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Progress in Theory and Research

Theory development in positive youth development has in

large part been done by Lerner (2006), who proposed an

interactive, multi-contextual model, as elaborated in the

articles in this issue. Other scholars also contributed to

these efforts, including Larson, Hamilton, Damon, and

Benson (Benson et al. 2006; Damon 2004; Larson 2000).

At the same time, these researchers and others were

struggling to define what constitutes positive youth devel-

opment, coming up with a variety of constructs. For

example, Lerner’s group had the five and now six C’s;

Caring, Character, Competence, Confidence, Commitment,

Connection. Benson’s group and our group had slightly

different but complementary constructs (Benson et al.

2006; Roth and Brooks-Gunn 2000, 2003).

Theoretical approaches plumbed developmental psy-

chology for the most part, with little attention to theory from

other fields, such as family sociology, behavioral econom-

ics, personality psychology, organizational psychology,

educational psychology, and neuroscience. An agenda for

the next decade would involve integrating thinking from

these fields into positive youth development endeavors.

Measures were developed to tap constructs of positive

youth development, with the 4-H Study being a notable

example of such work. In some cases, measures were

adopted from existing work with children and in other

cases, from existing work with adults. What is needed now

is some agreement on a set of measures that would be used

across studies, so that cross-study comparisons with dif-

ferent samples can be done. At the moment, little consen-

sus exists on measures. Of course, scholars will always use

various measures in their studies; however, some consis-

tency is desirable (an example is that most studies use, to

tap childhood behavior problems, either the Child Behavior

Check List or the Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire).

The same is not true for Caring, Commitment, Confidence,

Connection, and Character, although the situation is better

for Competence, since many scholars use forms of Harter’s

Competence scales. Perhaps the next decade will see more

consensus on what the strongest measures are (in terms of

psychometrics as well as mapping onto constructs of

positive development more specifically).

In addition to not knowing much about positive behav-

iors, we had no idea how such behaviors developed over

time. Studies of trajectories of aggression and their corre-

lates and consequences existed, but not comparable studies

of the six C’s. A few of the classic longitudinal studies

made mention of positive behaviors, although often defined

them as the absence of negative behaviors, a not very

satisfactory definition. A notable exception was Werner’s

work in Hawaii, although even in her study, positive

measures were scarce.

The 4-H Study set out to remedy this blank space in

youth development by following a large group of youth

from fifth grade through twelfth grade. The 4-H study drew

respondents from 13 states, rather than just focusing on a

city or county. Indeed, the multi-site longitudinal design is

today considered the sina qua non of developmental

research. But at the beginning of the 4-H Study, little had

been done. One notable exception is Adolescent Health,

which is a nationally representative sample of youth with

schools as the frame. While longitudinal, it does not have

the closely spaced data collection time points nor does it

have positive behavior as a particular focus.

One of the greatest challenges confronting all of us

studying positive youth development has been how to

conceptualize and measure contexts. To be sure, previous

research had focused on the various contexts in which

youth find themselves. A robust literature existed on fam-

ilies, schools, and increasingly, neighborhoods (and peer

groups which exist within schools and neighborhoods as

well as families). However, the focus was usually on how

these contexts were associated with the emergence of

negative, not positive behaviors. A major strength of the

4-H Study is its focus on how various contexts can promote

youth development. One of our challenges moving forward

is to dig deeper into the processes within each setting that

promote behavior.

As an example, early research on neighborhoods con-

sidered demographic characteristics associated with Census

tracts and police districts. The processes underlying these

characteristics were not measured explicitly. Now, how-

ever, attention is paid to processes such as social networks,

collective efficacy, cynicism as well as resources such as

parks, community programs, and health clinics. These

processes are being linked to youth outcomes, but for the

most part looking at negative behaviors. Similar work

needs to be done within contexts for positive development.

Implications for Positive Youth Development Programs

The guiding principles underlying positive youth devel-

opment have also been profitably applied to youth pro-

grams. In fact, the rise in programs focusing on positive

youth development occurred as part of the positive youth

development movement (Roth et al. 1998). The 4-H Study

was unique for its time in including youth who were par-

ticipating in youth programs as well as youth who were not

(i.e., recruitment was done in programs and schools).

While the focus of the 4-H Study is not primarily on youth

programs (although analyses have examined program par-

ticipation), evaluative research has had as its primary focus

the experiences of youth in various types of youth pro-

grams. The emerging evaluation literature has quite a few
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limitations, though, which we have recently discussed

(Roth and Brooks-Gunn, in press).

Perhaps the largest problem is that consensus does not

exist on exactly what a positive youth development pro-

gram is (our definition from 1998 is as relevant today as it

was then, and is regrettably quite general). Do programs

run by schools count (sport teams, theatre, debate, and so

on)? Should distinctions be made between such programs

that are run by the school and those run by community

organizations? Are there differential benefits to programs

in these different settings? How do we treat programs that

have multiple elements (i.e., a community service element,

a sports team, an art program)? Do programs need to

include civic responsibility as one of their goals to be a

positive youth development program?

Another set of issues has to do with the quality of the

program as well as the staff. Attempts have been made to

develop rating systems for youth programs, akin to those

used to assess quality of preschool programs (much of this

work was funded by the W. T. Grant Foundation). More

needs to be done. Training of adults who work with youth is

also needed. How programs are implemented and how they

evolve over time also is unexplored. A related issue has to do

with what elements of programs are the most important.

Finally, most of the positive youth development evalu-

ation work is not experimental or even quasi-experimental,

making it difficult to estimate the efficacy of such programs

(see Roth and Brooks-Gunn 2003, in press, for a discus-

sion). The descriptive studies have improved immensely in

the past decade, with almost all involving longitudinal

analyses and with some including controls for character-

istics (and ideally behavior) prior to the program experi-

ence. More attention needs to be given to attrition, as many

youth drop out of youth programs and to intensity, as many

youth attend programs sporadically. If we have learned

anything from the early childhood education evaluations, it

is that amount of time spent in a program matters such that

low intensity programs yield small or non-existent benefits.

This very brief list gives an idea of the enormous

challenges that exist for positive youth development pro-

grams. We are somewhat surprised that the evaluation

research in positive youth development has not developed

further in the past two decades, especially in light of the

advances made in theory and research.

Integration of Promotion and Prevention

Positive youth development has been championed by tal-

ented scholars for almost two decades now. The growth of

research, and sophisticated research at that, has been larger

than any of us would have dreamed in the mid 90’s.

Obviously, we are all thrilled. With success, though, comes

a time for reflection about the next decade of work. Writing

an essay on the influential and ground-breaking 4-H Study

provided us an opportunity to do so.

We wonder if it is time to declare victory. After all,

youth are no longer portrayed in a largely negative light.

Doing well in the second decade of life used to be seen as

not having problems—not graduating from high school or

falling behind in school, not having become pregnant, not

having exhibited delinquency. Now, doing well includes

much more—caring, connection, commitment, and the

like. Perhaps we can now use the more inclusive term—

youth development—which encompasses both promotion

of the positive and prevention of the negative.

In the first decade of life, we talk about child develop-

ment, not positive child development and problematic child

development. Can we now do the same for the second

decade of life? It would allow for an integration of research

approaches as well as programmatic approaches. In both

cases, considering positive and negative behaviors and

promotion and prevention programs simultaneously pro-

vides an opportunity to re-think theory as well as policy.

And, implicitly, many research studies measure both types

of behavior just as many programs are emphasizing both

prevention and promotion. Additionally, prevention

approaches are much better known and developed

(Greenberg and Lippold 2013). Finally, prevention pro-

grams for youth is getting international recognition (Cata-

lano et al. 2012). The integration of prevention and

promotion approaches may have application beyond the

US In brief, it might be time to use the more encompassing

terms of youth development and youth programs.
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