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Consistent with the United Nations Conventions,
adolescence encompasses the second decade of
life (Lerner and Steinberg 2009). Since the emer-
gence of the study of this portion of the life
course (Hall 1904), adolescence has been
regarded as a period characterized by purportedly
troublesome transformations (e.g., in bodily
attributes associated with puberty; Susman and
Dorn 2009, 2013) and allegedly problematic
transitions (e.g., in regard to socioemotional
functions linked to self-definition or identity,
Erikson 1959, or to changes in the focus of social
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relationships, from parents to peers, Freud 1969).
When viewed from this “deficit” model, adoles-
cents were seen by both scholars and the general
public as both dangerous to themselves and to
society (Anthony 1969). They were regarded as
“problems to be managed” (Roth and Brooks-
Gunn 2003a, b).

Certainly, it may be argued that adolescence is
the most profound period of change within the
life span. As in infancy and early to middle
childhood, the individual’s physiological, psy-
chological, behavioral, and social relationship
characteristics undergo both quantitative and
qualitative changes, that is, transitions and
transformations. For instance, changes in the
prefrontal cortex, increases in the interconnectivity
among brain regions, and increases in dopamine
levels provide both vulnerabilities to risk and
opportunities for growth in cognitive control
(Steinberg 2010). At the same time, most youth
in Western societies are experiencing great
contextual changes, such as changing schools
(e.g., Eccles 2004) and the increased relevance of
peer influences on behavior (e.g., Gardner and
Steinberg 2005). Moreover, in adolescence, the
individual has the cognitive, behavioral, and
social relational skills to contribute actively and
often effectively to his or her own developmental
changes (Lerner 1982; Lerner and Busch-
Rossnagel 1981; Lerner and Walls 1999; Ricco and
Overton 2011). In contrast to earlier developmen-
tal periods, adolescents have a burgeoning capacity
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for self-governance, for formulating and taking
actions that exert at least some control over their
own development. That is, there is uniquely
marked development of intentional agency in
adolescence. Agency involves self-regulatory
skills that include, for instance, the selection
of goals or the formulation of purposes that are of
importance to adolescents’ developing senses of
self and growing attempts to find a means to
“matter” in their world (Eccles 2004; Freund and
Baltes 2002; Mascolo and Fischer 2015). There
is also growth in the use of executive functioning,
strategic thinking, and behavioral skills in recruit-
ing goal-related resources that enable actions
optimizing the chances of fulfilling their pur-
poses. Furthermore, there is also development of
the ability to compensate effectively when goals
are blocked and/or to select new goals when ini-
tial optimization attempts fail and the chances of
attaining an initial goal are lost (Gestsdottir and
Lerner 2008; McClelland et al. 2015).

In general, scholars who study the adolescent
period acknowledge that multiple dimensions of
change involving the individual and his or her
context characterize this portion of the life span
(Lerner et al. 2015; Lerner and Steinberg 2009).
However, substantial variation has emerged in
scholars’ approach to this individual-context
relationship. Analogous to interpreting only main
effects of statistical analyses framed by the
General Linear Model, some scholars have
focused on one domain of change (e.g., adoles-
cent identity development) and have not empha-
sized other levels of organization within the
ecology of human development (e.g., see Marcia
1980). Other scholars have taken a reductionist
orientation to the phenomena of adolescence and
have sought to use biogenic ideas (e.g., genetic or
evolutionary biological ideas; see Bjorkland and
Ellis, 2005) to interpret all psychological and
social relationship phenomena of the period (see
Elder 1980, 1998; Elder et al. 2015, for critiques
of the main effect or reductionist approaches).

In turn, however, in 2003, Roth and Brooks-
Gunn (2003a, b) reviewed the literature on youth
development programs aimed at enhancing health
and thriving among adolescents. They concluded
that adolescents should be regarded not as prob-
lems to be managed but, instead, as resources to

be developed. Their insight built on at least three
sources. First, Larson (2000) provided a compel-
ling vision for research aimed at emphasizing the
strengths of adolescence (e.g., involving their
burgeoning capacities for intentional self-
regulation) and for using these strengths to
promote positive youth development (PYD).
Instead of health or positive development being
conceptualized as the diminution or the
absence of disease or of problem behaviors,
respectively, the PYD perspective suggested that
there were facets of thriving that, when promoted,
resulted in healthy and positive development.
Second, Eccles and Gootman (2002) edited a
field-defining report issued by the National
Academy of Sciences about the ways in which
community programs for youth development
could promote several attributes of psychological
and behavioral functioning believed to be indica-
tive of such development. The report included a
summary of the attributes of positive develop-
ment as involving constructs that could be sum-
marized by “Five Cs:” competence, confidence,
character, connection, and caring (see too, Lerner
et al. 2005). Third, Hamilton (1999) explained
that the idea of PYD was being used in the devel-
opmental science literature in three ways: (a) as a
label for a model of the processes through which
health and thriving developed in adolescence, (b)
as a philosophy for or an approach to designing
community-based programs aimed at promoting
thriving, and (c) as instances of such programs.
The emphasis on strengths as compared to
deficits and on links between the positive devel-
opment of youth and their engagement with con-
textual resources or ecological “developmental
assets” (Benson et al. 2006), represented by
community-based youth development programs,
reflected the spirit of the times (the zeitgeist) of
developmental science during the latter years of
the twentieth century and the first decade of the
twenty-first century (Lerner 2012; Lerner et al.
2015). Conceptions of human development,
which in earlier periods stressed genetic or matu-
rational determinants of development or
approaches to development that reduced human
behavior to stimulus-response relations, were
being replaced by ideas emphasizing that
development involved mutually influential rela-
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tions among a person’s biological and psycho-
logical characteristics, social relationships, and
influences from families, schools, community
institutions, out-of-school-time (OST) programs,
and both the designed and natural environment.

Developmental scientists argued that all of
these influences, although always present across
life, change in their significance across both life
and across historical periods (e.g., Bronfenbrenner
and Morris 2006; Lerner 2012; Overton 2013,
2015). Indeed, we explain below that, today,
these ideas have a new manifestation quite com-
patible with the PYD perspective: They are found
in the seven principles of life course health devel-
opment (see Halfon and Forrest 2017) that
address the conceptualization of the nature and
bases of health and positive behavior develop-
ment across the life span.

Therefore, in the contemporary study of ado-
lescent development, the main effect and reduc-
tionist approaches of the past are regarded as
anachronistic ideas incapable of producing models
that adequately account for the integration of mul-
tiple levels of organization within the ecology of
human development (Lerner 2015; Lerner and
Benson 2013a, b; Lerner et al. 2015). In particular,
such traditional approaches overlook the burgeon-
ing information indicating that this integration
reflects systemic relations, that is, mutually influ-
ential patterns of covariation within and across
these levels (e.g., see von Bertalanffy 1933, 1968).
At this writing, then, models of adolescent devel-
opment that are associated with what Overton has
explained as a relational developmental systems
(RDS) metatheory define the cutting edge of the-
ory-predicated scholarship about adolescent
development. This metatheory is derived from a
process-relational paradigm (Overton 2015), and
the concepts associated with RDS thinking are
being used to describe, explain, and optimize the
course of development in the second decade of life
and, as such, to frame applied research aimed at
promoting health and positive development among
diverse adolescents (Lerner et al. 2015).

It is not coincidental that concepts associated
with the RDS metatheory are entirely consistent
with the seven life course health development
principles proposed by Halfon and Forrest
(2017). This congruence of ideas is based on a

few common scholarly roots of these two sets of
ideas for understanding human development.
For example, the life course conceptions of Elder
(1998; Elder et al. 2015), the life span develop-
mental ideas of Baltes (e.g., 1997; Baltes et al.
2006), and the constructs associated with
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005; Bronfenbrenner
and Morris 2006) bioecological model of human
development have shaped both RDS thinking and
the life course health development principles.
It will be useful, then, to discuss the features of
the RDS metatheory and, in this context, point to
the compatibility between RDS concepts and
the life course health development principles.
This discussion will enable us to illustrate how
the ideas associated with both approaches to ado-
lescent development can innovatively integrate
and extend scholarship about transitions and
transformations characterizing the adolescent
period. In addition, because of the emphasis in
both sets of ideas on the concept of relative plas-
ticity in human development—that is, on the
potential for systematic changes in the structure
and function of health assets across the life
course—we will discuss how these two
approaches afford optimism that relational
changes linked to positive change in the health
developmental system can be identified and used
to promote thriving in adolescence.

1 Viewing Adolescent
Development
Through the Lens
of the Relational
Developmental Systems
Metatheory

The study of human development, in general,
and adolescent development, more specifically,
has evolved from a field dominated by split,
reductionist ~ (psychogenic ~ or  biogenic)
approaches to a multidisciplinary scholarly field
(Lerner and Steinberg 2009), one that seeks to
integrate variables from biological through cul-
tural and historical levels of organization across
the life span into a synthetic, coactional system
(e.g., Elder 1998; Ford and Lerner 1992; Gottlieb
1997, 1998; Lerner 2012). Reductionist accounts
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of development that adhere to a Cartesian dual-
ism pull apart (split) facets of the integrated
developmental system (Overton 2015). For
instance, reductionist views typically elevate the
importance of such split formulations as nature
versus nurture, continuity versus discontinuity,
stability versus instability, or basic versus
applied science (Lerner 2002, 2006).

Split approaches are rejected by proponents of
theories derived from an RDS metatheory (e.g.,
Mistry and Wu 2010; Overton 2013; Overton and
Lerner 2014), which in turn are derived from a
process-relational paradigm (Overton 2015).
Across the past four plus decades, several schol-
ars have provided ideas contributing to the evolu-
tion of this paradigm (e.g., Baltes 1997; Baltes,
et al., 2006; Brandtstadter 1998; Bronfenbrenner
1979, 2005; Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006;
Elder 1998; Elder et al. 2015; Ford and Lerner
1992; Nesselroade 1988; Overton 1973; Overton
and Reese 1981; Riegel 1975, 1976; and, even
earlier, see von Bertalanffy 1933).

Overton (e.g., 2013, 2015) has integrated and
extended this scholarship. Overton explains that,
compared to a Cartesian worldview, the process-
relational paradigm focuses on process (system-
atic changes in the developmental system),
becoming (moving from potential to actuality; a
developmental process as having a past, present,
and future; Whitehead 1929/1978), holism (the
meanings of entities and events derive from the
context in which they are embedded), relational
analysis (assessment of the mutually influential
relations within the developmental system), and
the use of multiple perspectives and explanatory
forms (employment of ideas from multiple
theory-based models of change within and of the
developmental system) in understanding human
development. Within the process-relational para-
digm, the organism is seen as inherently active,
self-creating (autopoietic), self-organizing, self-
regulating (agentic), nonlinear/complex, and
adaptive (Overton 2015; see too Sokol et al.
2015). Similarly, these ideas are echoed in the
life course health development principles (spe-
cifically, Nos. 1 and 3) that health development
emerges as a consequence of complex, nonlinear
process that results from person<environment

coactions that are multidimensional, multidirec-
tional, and multilevel.

Accordingly, both within the RDS approach to
theory and the life course health development
principles, split conceptions are eschewed in
favor of a metatheory that emphasizes the study
and integration of different levels of organiza-
tion, ranging from biology/physiology to culture
and history, as a means to understand life span
human development (Lerner 2006; Overton
2013, 2015), the production of health, and the
development of disease. Accordingly, conceptual
emphasis is placed on mutually influential rela-
tions between individuals and contexts, repre-
sented as individual < context relations.

This representation of the coactions between
person and setting within RDS-based models is
not meant to convey a person-context interac-
tion—which is typically represented in the
developmental literature as person X context. An
interaction connotes that the entities involved in
the relation are separate and independent (as in a
statistical interaction) and that, as such, their
association involves a linear combination of dis-
crete and separate variables. Both before and
after the interaction, these entities (variables) are
independent and unchanged by each other. The
bidirectional arrow used in the RDS illustration
of person & context relations is intended to
emphasize that the coaction of individual and
context involves the entire developmental sys-
tem. As such, the relations among levels of the
autopoietic system, and not independent linear
combinatorial attributes, are the focus in such a
model. Indeed, the fusion of individual and con-
text within the developmental system means that
across ontogeny (across the life span), any por-
tion of the system is inextricably embedded
with—or embodied by, in Overton’s (2013,
2015) conceptualization—all other portions of
the developmental system. Embodiment refers
to the way individuals behave, experience, and
live in the world by being active agents with par-
ticular kinds of bodies; the body is integratively
understood as a form (a biological referent), as
lived experience (a psychological referent), and
as an entity in active engagement with the world
(a sociocultural referent) (Overton 2015).
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Similarly, within the life course health develop-
ment perspective, health development is also
embodied: It is an emergent property of living
systems (Principle 1), and it develops continu-
ously across the life span (Principle 2).

Within the context of such a bidirectional rela-
tional system, the embeddedness within history
(temporality) is of fundamental significance
(Elder 1998; Elder et al. 2015). We may note that
the developmental system is embedded in history
(temporality). This embeddedness means that
change is constant in the developmental system
and that, as such, there may be either stochastic
or systematic changes in person<context rela-
tions across time and place (Elder 1998; Elder
et al. 2015; Misteli 2013). Sensitivity of change
to time and place is also a key idea within the life
course health development Principle 4, which
states that health development is highly sensitive
to the timing and social structure of environmen-
tal exposures. The presence of such temporality
in individual < context relations within the
developmental system means that there always
exists some potential for systematic change and,
thus, for (relative) plasticity in human develop-
ment. In short, potential plasticity in individual
& context relations derives from the “arrow of
time” (Lerner 1984; Lerner and Benson 2013a, b;
Overton 2013) running through the integrated
(relational) developmental system.

2 Three Moments of Analysis
in an RDS Approach
to Adolescent Health
Development

To elucidate the role of time and place in contribut-
ing to the bidirectional relations of focal concern
within RDS metatheory, developmental scientists
may focus on either the role of the individual or the
context, in  particular  instantiations  of
individual&context exchanges. This focus may
seem contradictory to the fusion among levels of
organization emphasized in this approach. However,
as we noted earlier, Overton (2015) embeds the
RDS metatheory in the process-relational paradigm
(see, as well, Sokol et al. 2015). Overton uses this
paradigm to explain the possibility of this changing

focus in developmental analysis. He notes that the
process-relational paradigm involves different
moments within a research program.

One moment involves the idea of the identity of
opposites, a second moment involves the opposites
of identity, and a third (relationally integrative)
moment involves the synthesis of wholes. In dis-
cussing these three moments of scientific analysis
within RDS approaches to developmental science,
we point to the predominant trait model of individu-
ality, the Five-Factor Theory (FFT, involving the
purported Big Five “personality traits” of conscien-
tiousness, agreeableness, neuroticism, openness to
experience, and extraversion; Costa and McCrae
1980, 2006; McCrae et al. 2000). The FFT example
is a means to explain these RDS-based moments
and to contrast their use with thinking associated
with Cartesian, split, reductionist approaches to the
study of the individual development.

The first moment recognizes that both indi-
vidual and context define— and are mutually
constituted by—each other in one moment, or
point, in a program of developmental inquiry.
Overton (2010, p. 14) notes that:

The principle of the identity of opposites estab-
lishes the identity among parts of a whole by cast-
ing them not as exclusive contradictions as in the
split epistemology, but as differentiated polarities
(i.e., coequals) of a unified (i.e., indissociable)
inclusive matrix—as a relation. As differentia-
tions, each pole defines and is defined by its
opposite.

The identity of opposites, therefore, emphasizes
the fused person < context relationship as the
primary unit of analysis for understanding devel-
opment. As such, in this moment of research,
developmental scientists would reject the idea
that there are any aspects of human behavioral
development— for instance, entities such as
traits—that “are more or less immune to environ-
mental influences” (McCrae et al. 2000, pp. 175);
the idea that such entities are indicators of split
notions reflecting “nature over nurture” (McCrae
et al. 2000, p. 173) would also be rejected by
developmental scientists working within this first
moment of analysis.

The second moment that Overton (2010,
2013, 2015; Overton and Miiller 2013) discusses
is the opposites of identity. This moment allows
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one, in effect, to hold the other parts of the
integrated system in abeyance and focus on one
part of the system; however, the ultimate aim is
one of reintegrating the part into the whole at a
subsequent moment. Overton (2013, pp. 47-48)
explains that:

The limitation of the identity moment of analysis is
that, in establishing a flow of categories of one into
the other, a stable base for inquiry that was pro-
vided by bedrock material atoms of the split
metatheory is eliminated...Reestablishing a stable
base—not an absolute fixity, nor an absolute rela-
tivity, but a relative relativity (Latour 1993)—
within relational metatheory requires moving to a
second moment of analysis. In this moment of
opposition, the law of contradiction is reasserted
and categories again exclude each other. As a con-
sequence of this exclusion, parts exhibit unique
identities that differentiate each from the other.

Therefore, when functioning within this sec-
ond moment of analysis, developmental scien-
tists could focus solely on attributes of
individuals, for instance, the purported traits of
conscientiousness, agreeableness, neuroticism,
openness to experience, and extraversion that
comprise the Big Five components of the FFT
(Costa and McCrae 1980, 2006; McCrae et al.
2000) and, for instance, study the psychometric
properties of these constructs to provide “objec-
tive,” or quantitative, indices of these attributes.
Indeed, such psychometric work has often been
a part of research programs framed by RDS
models (e.g., Damon 2008; Lerner et al. 2015).
Thus, working within this second moment of
analysis, developmental scientists following an
RDS-based model, and social or personality
researchers using a Cartesian split model, would
be engaging in commensurate work. However,
the difference between these two groups of
scholars is brought to the fore when the third
moment of analysis discussed by Overton
(2015) is considered.

The third moment, the synthesis of wholes,
occurs when the first two moments are embedded
in a multi-perspective process-relational para-
digm and are recognized as mutually necessary
in a systematic, integrative program of research,
wherein one needs both of the first two moments.
That is, “A complete relational program requires

principles according to which the individual
identity of each concept of a formerly dichoto-
mous pair is maintained while simultaneously it
is affirmed that each concept constitutes, and is
constituted by the other” (Overton and Miiller
2013, p. 35).

Accordingly, the developmental scientist
working within an RDS model would use an
“objective” measure studied within the second
moment of analysis within an integrated, rela-
tional empirical approach that focused on the
individual&context relation. Clearly, the trait
theorist would not take such a step, given that the
work of such scholars is framed by the ideas,
noted above, that context is irrelevant to the
understanding (i.e., successful prediction) of the
life course of the manifestation of traits. Indeed,
in their belief “that personality traits are more or
less immune to environmental influences”
(McCrae et al. 2000, pp. 175), trait theorists
maintain that contextual conditions, whether
similar or not, are irrelevant to prediction; given
the purported biological base of traits, only nature
variables have predictive efficacy.

However, there is abundant evidence that pur-
ported traits are in fact not “trait-like” at all, that
is, these attributes reflect relations between indi-
viduals and contexts, as they occur at particular
times and places (Ardelt 2000; Block 1995,
2010; Elder 1998; Elder et al. 2015; Roberts
et al. 2006). Indeed, methodological work framed
by RDS concepts (e.g., Molenaar and Nesselroade
2014, 2015; Nesselroade 1988; Nesselroade and
Molenaar 2010) indicates that the purported life
span stability of traits, as well as the purported
immunity to contextual influences, is empirically
counterfactual. Moreover, underscoring the impor-
tance of this third moment of analysis discussed by
Overton (2015), these methodological innovations
demonstrate the ability to index with psychometric
precision integrative individual < context (includ-
ing individual < individual) units of analysis (e.g.,
Molenaar 2014; Molenaar et al. 2014; Molenaar and
Nesselroade 2015). This innovation in develop-
mental methodology is important for understanding
key features of the individual<context relational
process propelling developmental change in
adolescence.
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3 Developmental Regulations,
Adaptive Developmental
Regulations,and Human
Agency in RDS Metatheory

Given the analytic moment of the identity of
opposites—that each component of the develop-
mental system constitutes, and is constituted by,
the other components of the system—RDS
metatheory focuses on the “rules” or processes
which govern, or regulate, exchanges between
individuals and their contexts. Such processes are
the function of the developmental system. An
RDS program of research might seek to under-
stand the nature of relations between individuals
and their contexts, including the dynamics of
those relations across the life course. For instance,
RDS-based research might ask how specific fea-
tures of the individual and specific features of the
context coalesce to influence the substantive
course of individual<individual relations.

Brandtstidter (1998) termed these bidirectional
relations “developmental regulations” and noted
that, when developmental regulations involve
mutually beneficial individual<context relations,
then these developmental regulations are adap-
tive. Developmental regulations are the funda-
mental feature of human life, that is, all human
life exists in a context and involves bidirectional
exchanges with it (Darwin 1859; Forrest 2014;
Tobach and Schneirla 1968). These exchanges
involve physiological systems and functions
(e.g., respiration, circulation, digestion, repro-
duction) and behaviors (e.g., social affiliation
and cooperation, or aggression and competition,
as might be involved in protection, hunting, and
scavenging; 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;
Gestsdottir and Lerner 2008).

Gestsdottir et al. (2014) note that self-regulation
is a multidimensional construct, involving a range
of behaviors, from basic physiological functions
to complex intentional cognitive processes (e.g.,
Bandura 2001; Brandtstidter 1998; McClelland
et al. 2015). As such, self-regulation pertains to all

aspects of adaption, as people alter their thoughts,
attention, emotions, and behaviors to react to con-
textual events and, as well, to influence selected
features of their contexts. Here, culture plays a key
moderating role. Trommsdorff (2012) notes that
self-regulation “is assumed to develop by organiz-
ing inner mental processes and behavior in line
with cultural values, social expectations, internal-
ized standards, and one’s self-construal” (p. 19).
The developmental course of self-regulation is,
in effect, the developmental course of human
agency in the context of individual desires, pur-
poses, needs, goals and identity, perceptions of and
coactions with other people, the physical ecology,
and culture (e.g., Damon 2008; Geldhof et al. 2010;
Gestsdottir and Lerner 2008; Lerner et al. 2001).
Agency is a defining feature of the active, self-cre-
ating (autopoietic, enactive), and nonlinear adap-
tive living system (Overton and Lerner 2014,
Narvaez 2008; Witherington 2014). Such agency is
the individual’s contribution to adaptive develop-
mental regulations (Brandtstéddter 1998, 1999).
The development of agency begins in early
life, primarily with organismic self-regulation
processes. However, as we have noted, by the
time of adolescence, self-regulation is increas-
ingly intentional and purposeful (Damon 2008)
and involves the self-system and the phenomena
associated with identity development (Gestsdottir
and Lerner 2008; Lerner et al. 2001). The adoles-
cent instantiation of agency reflects ideas associ-
ated with the work of comparative psychologists
Tobach and Schneirla (1968), who distinguished
between the biosocial functioning of insects (e.g.,
ants) and the psychosocial functioning of organ-
isms with higher psychological levels, levels that
are marked by greater plasticity, rather than ste-
reotypy, in their eventual highest levels of
ontogenetic change. Such higher levels provide
the physiological base for symbolic functioning.
In turn, reflecting the life course health devel-
opment principles that evolution enables as well
as constrains health development pathways and
plasticity (Principle No. 5) and that optimal
health development promotes survival, enhances
thriving, and protects against disease (Principle
No. 6), evolutionary biologists Jablonka and
Lamb (2005) note that both psychological
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processes and cultural processes are integrated
with the genetic and epigenetic processes of evo-
lution to make human adaptiveness and contribu-
tions qualitatively different than corresponding
instances of adaptiveness of social contributions
among other organisms. Together, these compar-
ative psychology and evolutionary biology litera-
tures suggest that, among humans, adaptiveness
and positive contributions reflect integrated cog-
nitive, emotional, and behavioral processes that
involve abstract, symbolic constructs, such as
language or moral reasoning, or character virtues
(e.g., Lerner and Callina 2014).

4 Implications for Research
About Adolescent Health
Development

Empirically, indexing such facets of adolescent
health development, in general, or the complex
dimensions of evolutionary change linked to ado-
lescent health development more specifically
(e.g., Gissis and Jablonka 2011; Lerner et al.
2015; Slavich and Cole 2013) may involve both
point-in-time (cross-sectional) assessments and
historical (longitudinal) assessments (Lerner
2004). Scientists must conduct such assessments
within the context of recognizing that contexts
are complex (e.g., they exist at multiple levels of
organization; Bronfenbrenner 1979). Individuals
cannot necessarily act in ways that benefit all lev-
els and all components of the context at all
times and places (Elder 1998). Thus, adaption
is not treated as a categorical concept (as some-
thing that either exists or not) but, instead, as a
multivariate concept comprised of ordinal or
interval dimensions. Researchers studying
adaptation would not ask, then, whether it
exists or not; rather, the question would be how
beneficial is the developmental regulation (the
individual<context relation) for specific people
or specific social institutions of the context, at
specific times and in specific places (e.g., see
Bornstein 2006, 2017).

Consistent both with the seventh principle of
life course health development, that is, that the
cadence of human health development results from
the synchronized timing of variables from all levels

of the developmental systems—that is, molecular,
physiological, behavioral, cultural, and evolutionary
processes (e.g., Cole 2014; Meaney 2014; Slavich
and Cole 2013)—and with the Bornstein (2017)
“specificity principle,” we suggest, therefore, that
addressing a multipart “what” question is the key to
conducting programmatic research about the func-
tion, structure, and content of health development
in adolescence. In other words, to test RDS-based
ideas about the ontogenetically changing structure
of adolescent development in general and health
development more specifically, researchers need to
ascertain answers to the following multipart “what”
questions:

1. What specific structure-content relations
emerge; at

2. What specific levels of organization within
the relational developmental system that are
linked to;

3. What specific antecedent and consequent
adaptive developmental regulations (to what
trajectory of individual<context relations); at

4. What specific points in adolescent develop-
ment; for

5. What specific groups of youth; living in

What specific contexts; at

7. What specific points in time (history)?

o

Such work may have several benefits.
Questions about coherence and reliability or con-
sistency of indicators of health development with
respect to variation in context may be especially
useful for understanding the developmental
course of multidimensional, latent variable
conceptions of health among diverse adolescents.
For instance, are specific indicators of, say, cardio-
vascular, respiratory, nutritional, or mental health
manifested consistently across time and place?
To what extent and for whom and under which
conditions can biologic propensities to such
health developmental challenges be moderated?

Consider nutrition more closely. How do ado-
lescents’ diets influence their cardio-metabolic
risk as adolescents and adults? Do adolescents
maintain a healthy diet across different settings
involving peers and family members? Is there
age-associated variation in answers to this
question, for instance, variation associated with
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pubertal development or pubertal status/stage
(e.g., early, on time, or late)? Do answers to these
questions vary in relation to gender? As well, do
they vary in relation to normative social transi-
tions (e.g., moving from elementary school to
middle school)? How do peer social networks
influence these behaviors or family mealtime
behaviors? Are answers moderated or changed
by the socioeconomic, cultural, religious, or
national contexts of youth? In turn, do answers
here vary in relation to media exposure about eat-
ing and about desirable body types that may be
prevalent for youth living in particular settings at
particular times in history? Given the synchroni-
zation issues raised by the seventh life course
health development principle, how are all these
answers moderated or changed by what may be
nonnormative life or historical events in the lives
of adolescents (Baltes et al. 2006)? Examples
here may be the death of a parent or deployment
in the military (Cozza and Lerner 2013), family
disruption due to divorce or separation, or family
challenges in the face of environmental tragedies
such as weather-related calamities or living in
settings beset by violence.

The life course health development principles
remind us that health development is highly sen-
sitive to the timing and social structure of envi-
ronmental events (Principle 4), and these
examples of questions reflecting the specificity of
health-related individual<context relations that
may impinge on the thriving of adolescents
underscore the subtle and nuanced nature of the
developmental system within which adolescent
health development is embodied.

The idea of embodiment and of adolescent
health development being an emergent property
of the living system (Principle 1) underscores
that it is insufficient to take a “main effect”
approach to the study of even a facet of health
development as complex as the effects of nutrition.
Scientists and practitioners framing their research
and applications, respectively, within RDS-based
models and/or life course health development
principles must also ask how do answers to all the
questions we have posed regarding nutrition
covary with comparable questions pertaining to
adolescent lifestyle changes (e.g., involving

sleep, exercise, or sexual debut), healthy status of
bodily systems, and the presence of chronic and
acute health challenges, of both more biological
(e.g., hormonal changes) and more social origins
(e.g., school bullying).

5 Conclusions

The interrelated “what” questions we have pre-
sented, illustrated by the example of nutrition’s
effects on health development, will, then, help
developmental and medical science collaborate to
understand the assuredly complex questions that
need to be addressed in a scholarly agenda that
comprehensively describes, explains, and opti-
mizes the course of individual health development
across the adolescent period. Developmental sci-
entists know that in some senses each adolescent
is like every other adolescent (e.g., there are
nomothetic principles that apply to functioning of
the physiological and psychological changes pro-
totypic of the period), that each adolescent is like
only some other adolescent (e.g., group differen-
tial variation exists as, for instance, when both the
presence of good health status and healthy dispari-
ties vary across gender, race, socioeconomic level,
culture, and nation of residence), and that each
adolescent is like no other adolescent (e.g., there
are idiographic characteristics pertinent to every
young person, for instance, resulting from the
relations among his/her timing of molecular,
physiological, behavioral, cultural, and evolution-
ary processes brought into high relief by life
course health development Principle 7). Therefore,
the scholarly agenda brought to the fore by RDS
metatheory and by the principles of life course
health development will require scholars seeking
to understand and to promote adolescent health to
accept that their work will be exceedingly more
complex than work predicated on main effect or
reductionist approaches.

However, the relative plasticity in the
development of human health and positive devel-
opment that is found in studies that have been
derived from or associated with RDS-based or life
course health development-related scholarship,
respectively (e.g., Lerner et al. 2015), is a basis
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for optimism that embracing such complexity is
not only the intellectually correct path to take. It is
also a feasible approach to adopt. The advances in
relational ~ developmental systems-predicated
methods that we have discussed (e.g., Molenaar
et al. 2014; Molenaar and Nesselroade 2014,
2015; Nesselroade and Molenaar 2010) provide
powerful research and data analytic tools enabling
such complexity to be integratively assessed.

The adolescent decade is “privileged”” because of
the generally disease-free status of individuals
within it, as compared to subsequent decades of life
(e.g., Susman and Dorn 2009; Paus 2009).
Nevertheless, application of methods linked to the
ideas of RDS metatheory and the principles of life
course health development hold the promise of nar-
rowing the disparities that exist across time and
place in adolescent health development. In addition,
therefore, these conceptions have one other vital
asset; their use in research and application will
enhance the probability that all youth will transition
from adolescence into the adult years in manners
that will enable their life course trajectories to more
prominently be marked by health and thriving. Such
a contribution by these conceptual frameworks will
make quite vivid the insight of Lewin (1954) that
there is nothing more practical than a good theory.
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