Issue Editors’ Notes

ADAPTIVE REGULATION of behavior across the life span has been
the focus of developmental research aimed at understanding how
adolescents, amid the internal and contextual changes prototypic
of this period of life, maintain positive, healthy trajectories. Cur-
rent developmental systems theoretical models of adolescent
development stress that individual differences in the positive or
negative outcomes of adolescent regulatory behavior—of the
processes that enable their resiliency—are produced by their his-
tory of person-context relations. These relations involve individ-
ual and contextual variables, seen as “fused” within a dynamic
developmental system.

Recently, such models have been devised to understand the char-
acteristics of change across life of racially, ethnically, and culturally
diverse youth—specifically, the resiliency, or “adaptive mode,” used
by these adolescents and their family and community contexts to
promote positive development. This emphasis on positive youth
development constitutes a significant innovation in research, par-
ticularly within the adolescent period where young people are
engaging in negative, unhealthy behaviors at a historically unprece-
dented level. The probability of engagement in adolescent prob-
lem behavior (for example, delinquency, violence, substance use,
unsafe sex) is associated with poverty, and race is the single best
predictor of poverty and its behavioral sequelae.

Yet amid such trends there are also numerous success stories of
positive developmental outcomes among poor youth of color. For
instance, there are many instances of positive, healthy development
of African American male adolescents—arguably the group with
the highest probability of experiencing the problematic behaviors
associated with race and poverty in America. There is evidence that
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the bases of positive development of these youth—of their ability
to “overcome the odds” against their positive development—Ilie in
combinations of individual and ecological characteristics.

Given these data about the linkages among individual and eco-
logical variables and positive development, this monograph dis-
cusses the theoretical, research, policy, and program dimensions of
taking a strength-based, positive development approach to diverse
youth. Theoretical ideas about the nature of positive youth devel-
opment, and about the related concepts of thriving and well-being,
are presented. In addition, there is discussion of current and needed
policy strategies and of best practice in youth-serving programs and
community-based efforts to marshal the developmental assets of
individuals and communities to enhance thriving among young
people. These issues of theory and application are illustrated by
using data derived from several research centers seeking to better
understand and enhance the lives of diverse youth.

First, findings are presented from an ongoing longitudinal
study—termed “Overcoming the Odds” (OTO)—of the individual
and ecological assets present among African American adolescent
males living in poor, inner-city neighborhoods and involved either
in a gang or a community-based, youth-serving organization. The
goal of OTO is to identify the individual and contextual conditions
that may protect African American male youth from actualizing risk
(meaning, that may allow them to overcome the odds) and that in
turn may promote positive (healthy, successful) development.

Data from OTO bear on key developmental systems theoretical
ideas about the person-context relational character of human devel-
opment and about the need for mutually beneficial alignment (that
is, fostering resiliency, or promoting positive regulations) between
individuals and institutions. Specifically, OTO is predicated on two
instances of developmental systems models consistent with this per-
spective about the bases of positive youth development. The first
is Margaret Beale Spencer’s conception of ascertaining the “adap-
tive modes” used by children and youths of color to adjust to and
prosper in their contexts; more generally OTO is predicated on her
integrative approach to understanding, through her “phenomeno-
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logical variant of ecological systems theory” (or PVEST) model,
the role of multiple levels of the context on ethnic identity. The
second is the work of Peter L. Benson and his colleagues at Search
Institute on identifying individual and ecological developmental
assets and on promoting positive development—and indeed, thriv-
ing—through integrating developmental assets across the adoles-
cent years within the diverse communities of America. As such,
reports from Spencer and her colleagues and from Benson are
included in this issue.

The scholarship about positive youth development in the OTO
project and in the work of Spencer and Benson is consistent as well
with applied developmental research efforts to understand and
deploy in systemic interventions the interrelated developmental and
contextual bases of resilience among diverse young people. A lead-
ing center for such scholarship is led by Suniya S. Luthar, whose
efforts have involved use of a person-context transactional model
of developmental psychopathology to study risk and positive devel-
opment among poor, inner-city youth and affluent adolescents liv-
ing in wealthy suburban settings. She describes the nature and
results of her program of work in this volume.

Finally, all research centers represented in this volume stress,
within their respective ecological or developmental systems per-
spectives, the need to engage collaboratively all individuals and
institutions within the community in the service of youth. The
William T. Grant Foundation has championed a vision of such
communitywide, asset-integrating efforts to support making
progress in American society in fostering healthy developmental
pathways for youth. Robert C. Granger, executive vice president of
the foundation, describes a new conceptual model for understand-
ing the range of interventions that may be used to create intentional
change in the developmental system to promote positive youth
development. He explains that these interventions encompass
strategies seeking to enhance among people, organizations, com-
munities, or systems either the will to institute efforts for such
change or the capacity for furthering such change. The perspective

and efforts of this foundation offer a capstone vision for the volume
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in regard to future directions for integrated research and practice
activities seeking to enhance the life chances of all youth and to
increase the probability of their leading lives marked by psychoso-
cial and physical health and thriving.

In sum, this issue discusses how theory, research, and applications
may fit our needs to create effective, appropriately scaled, and sus-
tainable pathways for developing healthy and productive young
people. All contributions to the volume share the vision that suc-
cessful efforts to promote positive youth development rest on mov-
ing beyond prevention strategies, to research and practice intended
to promote thriving and development through preparing youths to
become fully engaged, active citizens. In such work, all sectors of
society—and, most centrally, young people and their families—
must be active, productive, and collaborative partners.
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