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Abstract
Background Promoting well-being of young people within the positive youth development 
(PYD) framework has been found to be promising. The basic models of PYD—the 5C’s 
(competence, confidence, character, connection, and caring) and developmental assets (sig-
nificant relationships, skills, opportunities and values that promote thriving exemplified by 
external assets or environmental resources and internal assets or interpersonal strengths), 
have been largely shown to promote positive aspects of development among diverse sam-
ples of young people. However, PYD research has mainly been conducted within the US 
context.
Objectives Explore the generalizability of the PYD framework to understand and promote 
positive aspects of development in young people beyond the US context.
Method Six papers using cross-sectional methods reported data on adolescents and/or 
emerging adults (N = 6820) with diverse cultural backgrounds from ten countries (Brazil, 
China, El Salvador, Ghana, Italy, Kenya, Norway, Slovenia, South-Africa, Turkey) in four 
continents (Africa, Asia, Europe and Latin America). Widely applied PYD scales devel-
oped within the US and adequately adapted in each cultural context were used for data 
collection.
Results The generalizability of the PYD framework (the presence and positive relations 
between the 5Cs and developmental assets in promoting optimal development) was largely 
confirmed among culturally diverse samples of young people investigated in the papers.
Conclusion While the findings of the current special issue extend the generalizability of 
the PYD framework beyond the US context, more research is needed to ascertain appropri-
ate developmental assets to facilitate PYD, as defined by the specific context where young 
people are embedded.
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Introduction

At the turn of the twentieth century, a new line of research that focuses on the strengths of 
young people rather than on their weaknesses emerged (see Benson et  al. 2006; Damon 
2004; Lerner et al. 2015). In contrast to the deficit approach, which has dominated adoles-
cent research since Stanley Hall’s (1904) publication on adolescence as a period of storm 
and stress, the PYD perspective highlights youth strengths and depicts youth as potential 
human resources for societal development. PYD argues that an alignment of youth personal 
skills and competencies with the positive developmental experiences of relationship and 
opportunities in their contexts will facilitate the development of self and society (Lerner 
et al. 2015). This assertion has been studied mainly in US samples although recent publica-
tions have seen growing interest of the PYD perspective in non-US research (e.g., Leman 
et al. 2017). The six articles in the present special issue extend PYD research beyond the 
US context and adopt such perspective in a global international context.

Besides the contribution by Tirrell et al. (2018), all papers included in the special issue 
are based on the Positive Youth Development Cross-National project that was initiated 
at the University of Bergen, Norway, in 2014. The project’s novelty lies in working with 
culturally diverse youth within and between countries. In addition, the project adopts a 
comprehensive theoretical approach of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (Bron-
fenbrenner and Morris 1998), Benson’s developmental assets (Benson 2007) and Lerner’s 
5Cs of PYD (Lerner et al. 2015) to examine youth’s developmental outcomes within a bidi-
rectional interaction with their immediate family, peers, school and community. PYD aims 
at equipping youth for their present and future tasks and has typically been indexed by the 
5Cs of Competence (academic, social, vocational skills), Confidence (sense of mastery, 
positive identity, self-worth), Character (integrity, moral commitment, personal values), 
Connection (healthy relation to community, friends, family, school) and Caring (empathy 
and sympathy).

Currently, the project brings together partners from over 20 countries located in Africa, 
Asia, Australia, Europe, Middle East, Latin America and the United States, representing 
expertise in diverse disciplines of psychology, public health, environmental science, sociol-
ogy, family studies and implementation science. The ongoing data collection involves more 
than 8000 minority and majority youth (ages 16–29) from participating countries selected 
based on theoretical considerations (sufficient cultural variability and level of economic 
development) and logistical reasons (developed networks and previously successfully col-
lected data). The overall aim of the cross-national project is to advance knowledge about 
PYD mechanisms in culturally diverse settings and develop a basis for better policy meas-
ures in promoting youth well-being, under the PYD framework.

Overview of this Special Issue

The aim of this special issue is to generate new insight on PYD and positive adaptation of 
youth living in underrepresented cultures, as well to highlight innovative research exam-
ples. The contributions presented here promote novel research ideas on positive adaptation 
of youth living in contexts where very little or no research on PYD has been done and 
psychological phenomena or strengths for young people may greatly differ from those pro-
posed by well-known US-based PYD work. In so doing, we present new data on culturally 
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diverse samples from various continents or regions (Africa, Asia, Europe and Latin Amer-
ica) and highlight cultural variations in optimal developmental adaptations among youth.

In the first paper, Chen et al. (2017) examined the relationships between environmental 
certainty (i.e., judging the chances of attaining different outcomes in an environment of 
resource acquisition, social rank, or offspring survivability in the future), life history strat-
egies (LHS) and developmental assets (external and internal) among adolescents. Cross-
sectional data was collected from 577 students attending one of five public high schools in 
Shanghai, People’s Republic of China. Positive correlations between developmental assets 
and a slow LHS, where participants who reported more assets were also likely to report 
more favorable environmental conditions were observed. In addition, an indirect effect of 
environmental certainty on developmental assets through a slow LHS was found; meaning 
that participants who perceived that their environmental conditions were predictable were 
also more likely to report the conditions as favorable, and in turn more likely to report both 
external and internal developmental assets. Chen and colleagues’ contribution represents 
one of the first studies to examine PYD within an evolutionary life history framework.

The second contribution led by Luciana Dutra-Thomé examined the associations of risk 
(exposure to domestic and community violence; prejudice) and promotive factors (fam-
ily, college, and community connectedness) with self-concept factors (self-esteem and self-
efficacy) and problem behaviors (licit drug use, sex risk behavior, and antisocial behavior) 
among 547 emerging adults in a Brazilian urban context. The results indicated significant 
associations between high levels of family connectedness and high self-esteem, in addi-
tion to a significant association between higher levels of college connectedness (connection 
with people at the educational institutions) and high levels of self-esteem and self-efficacy. 
Besides highlighting the importance of individuals’ relationships with people within their 
family and educational contexts on their self-concept, Dutra-Thomé et  al. (2018) paper 
takes a novelty approach by investigating contextual and individual variables in an environ-
ment characterized by socioeconomic inequality, insecurity, and violence.

In the third contribution, Wiium et  al. (2018) extend the scope of PYD research by 
assessing internal (individual qualities, values, skills, and self-perceptions: commitment 
to learning, positive values, social competencies and positive identity) and external assets 
(experiences and relationships across multiple contexts: support, empowerment, bounda-
ries and expectations and constructive use of time) among secondary school students in 
Italy (n = 526), Norway (n = 592) and Turkey (n = 116). In addition, interactions with gen-
der and parents’ educational level were examined. For internal assets, youth in Norway and 
Turkey reported the highest number of commitment to learning assets; youth in Norway—
the highest number of assets on social competence, youth in Turkey—the highest number 
of assets on positive identity and girls in Norway—the most internal assets. For external 
assets, youth in Norway and Turkey reported more support assets than those in Italy; youth 
in Norway reported the highest number of assets on empowerment, as well as bounda-
ries and expectations, while their counterparts in Italy and Turkey reported more assets on 
constructive use of time. Girls in Norway reported more assets on support, empowerment, 
boundaries and expectations. An interaction term between country and father’s educational 
level revealed that youth in Italy whose father had higher education reported the highest 
number of constructive use of time assets. Wiium and colleagues’ article illustrates how 
national, parents and individuals’ characteristics can influence the experience of develop-
mental assets.

The fourth contribution by Adams et al. (2018) examined the importance of develop-
mental assets for academic performance in three sub-Saharan African contexts: Ghana, 
Kenya, and South Africa. In a cross-sectional study, secondary school students in Ghana 
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(n = 428), Kenya (n = 180), and South Africa (n = 184) were asked to complete a survey 
containing an adapted version of the Benson’s (2007) 40 assets as well as provide informa-
tion on their school grades. Results showed that Ghanaian students reported fewer assets 
compared to Kenyan and South African students, and across all countries, adolescents 
with good academic performance reported more developmental assets. Adams et al. (2018) 
observed that students who drew on their internal assets relative to those who did not, were 
more likely to perform better in school, notwithstanding their country of origin.

In the fifth contribution by Kozina et al. (2018), the authors assessed the associations 
between connection, caring, confidence and character and academic (math) achievement 
among youth in Slovenia, a context that reflects a homogeneous population and contem-
porary transition to democracy. Variability across gender and school types (i.e., general 
gymnasium, technical gymnasium, Technical education programs, Vocational programs of 
medium duration, and Vocational programs of short duration) was also examined. Data 
was collected from a large sample of 15-year-olds (N = 2802) who had recently transi-
tioned to upper-secondary. Positive association between math achievement and student’s 
self-reported confidence and a negative one between character and connection emerged. 
Concerning variability by gender and school types, confidence was positively associated 
with math achievement in general gymnasiums, in technical programs and among boys; 
caring was negatively associated with math achievement in technical gymnasiums; connec-
tion was negatively associated with math achievement in technical programs; character was 
positively associated with math achievement in vocational programs of medium duration.

The sixth and final contribution by Tirrell et  al. (2018) applied PYD measures to 
compare youth enrolled in compassion international (CI) programs, a faith-based child-
sponsorship organization committed to alleviating child poverty and promoting thriving, 
to youth not enrolled in these programs. Survey data was collected from 888 youth, ages 
9–15 years, living in El Salvador, Latin America, half of whom were enrolled in CI pro-
grams. CI-supported youth were found to report higher levels of Transcendence (spiritu-
ality) and Character (one of the 5Cs of PYD) than non-CI-supported youth. In addition, 
CI-supported youth demonstrated a significant relation between Character and Connection 
contrary to non-CI-supported youth. Tirrell and colleagues’ paper represents the inaugural 
step in answering questions regarding the integrated and comprehensive measurement of 
thriving for global youth living in poverty.

Incremental Value to the PYD Field and Prospects

The rise in scope and significance of PYD has led to an increased attention and related 
work in the fields of developmental, educational, and acculturation psychology. Such con-
siderable expansion has witnessed similar special sections adopting a PYD framework in 
Child Development focusing on PYD in diverse and global contexts (Leman et al. 2017), 
Child Development’s Perspectives on minority children (Cabrera et  al. 2012), and Jour-
nal of Adolescence’s Positive adaptation of immigrant and minority youth (Titzmann et al. 
2018). These scholarly contributions inform PYD research, intervention, global and local 
policy by enhancing optimal well-being, thriving and success among marginalized and cul-
turally diverse youth. Yet, these scholarly contributions primarily focus on immigrant and 
ethnic minority children and youth mainly US-based and limited geographical regions.

This issue builds on such scholarly work by providing unique incremental contri-
butions to the PYD field in several highly original and innovative ways. First, insofar 
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as little PYD work has been devoted to culturally diverse populations of youth across 
countries, such as Brazil, China, El Salvador, Ghana, Italy, Kenya, Norway, Slovenia, 
South-Africa, Turkey and continents (Africa, Asia, Europe, and Latin America). Thus, 
this special issue increases knowledge about young populations who are often neglected 
or disparaged, with little attention directed toward the understanding of their strengths 
and interactions with families and communities. Second, all included contributions 
address the pressing need to develop and adapt adequate measures in culturally diverse 
samples as to optimize and broaden PYD research in a global context. This is of utmost 
importance as we provide sound measurement tools to study PYD models in new or 
previously understudied samples and broader areas of developmental growth. Third, we 
add new knowledge to the field by extending PYD models to emerging adults who are 
of particular relevance since young people in the 18–29 age group are being character-
ized by identity exploration, instability, longer education, later entry into stable work, 
later marriage, and later parenthood (Arnett 2018). The features of this developmental 
stage are closely related to PYD and ways to promote optimal well-being and thriving as 
well as optimal transition to adulthood. Fourth, the inclusion of PYD studies with their 
individual or comparative focus on countries provides a unique analysis of young popu-
lations in a wide range of contexts as well as drawing inferences about commonalities 
and differences in their experience across cultures and nations. Therefore, this special 
issue adds an enormous contribution to the next generation of studies and work in the 
PYD field by broadening our knowledge on how to promote and facilitate the emergence 
of a range of desirable attributes, skills and outcomes among young people in various 
countries and regions.

Finally, the special issue is complemented by two commentaries authored by lead-
ing scholars in developmental and intervention science. We were particularly interested 
in providing experts’ opinions as to identify crucial emerging themes, and present the 
challenges to be addressed in the PYD field in a global and multidisciplinary prospec-
tive in the years ahead. Lerner and Chase’s (2018) commentary highlights among others 
the importance of sound developmental theory and conceptualization, as well as inno-
vations in methodology in describing, explaining and optimizing thriving among the 
diverse youth of the majority world. Eichas et al. (2019) deliberate on how connecting 
PYD to the science and practice of treatment and prevention will ensure achieving a 
more fully integrated intervention science. Together, the two commentaries outline how 
PYD research and intervention can be advanced to facilitate optimal development in 
youth embedded in different cultures and countries.

In conclusion, the articles in this special issue discuss the roles of selected, central pro-
motive factors in the genesis and development of PYD across cultures. Taken together, 
they indicate that several central psychological factors (e.g., promotive contexts, positive 
experiences, relationships, and family and community strength) contribute to the emer-
gence of PYD. These factors along with broader environmental triggers are central to our 
understanding of PYD and importantly, its intervention in understudied cultures. This spe-
cial issue provides unique selection of freshly produced work that brings together novel 
approaches to the study of PYD across culturally diverse populations and provides a timely 
relevant overview of contemporary research in PYD and its applications.
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