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                                                       ABOUT THE YOUTH CONNECTION 

 
The Youth Connection,  provided  free  by  the  Institute  for  

Youth   Development ,   offers   information  on  events  of  

interest,  federal  and  private grant opportunities,  resources,  

and publications of interest to our clients. Mention is not  an  

endorsement   or  recommendation   by  IYD,  its   staff   or  

employees.   Opinions,   findings,  or  recommendations   in  

resources do not necessarily reflect the view of IYD, and we  
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PPRREESSII DDEENNTTôôSS  PPAAGGEE:: HHOOWW  CCAANN  AANNYYOONNEE  BBEE  NNEEGGAATTII VVEE  AABBOOUUTT  

PPOOSSII TTII VVEE  YYOOUUTTHH  DDEEVVEELLOOPPMMEENNTT??  
 

hen we thought about starting the Institute for Youth Development (IYD), the process began by researching 

all the studies we could find on positive youth development (PYD). To our great surprise nearly all the 

research (well over 95%) prior to 1995 on youth development centered on kids who failed. Programs 

directed at youth often approached youth behavior with the assumption that kids would all fail without strong adult 

intervention. Strong directives, often with a negative connotation, were focused at all youth in order to apparently save 

them from themselves. Little thought was put into programming where the fundamental premise was that youth 

generally had the ability to succeed and thrive given a positive approach to programs. 

 

Some of the basic ingredients to this positive approach to youth development are encouragement; setting high 

standards; self-respect; achievement; healthy relationships; character development; understanding; personal 

responsibility; setting long-term goals; negotiation; citizenship; compassion; and respect for others. However, some 

people are worried that PYD only means helping young people learn while having a good time. Fortunately, it means 

much more than that, although learning in that way has its benefits as well. And it is certainly better than what preceded 

it. 

 

While most approaches didnôt seek to empower youth, there were exceptions to this thinking. A good example was Boy 

Scouts, but even there many adult leaders gave greater emphasis to the rules than to encouraging spontaneity and 

creativity. But organizations like the Search Institute and IYD looked for research focused on the young people ï often 

in spite of adverse environments and backgrounds ï who succeeded and excelled in school and their communities. One 

important question to be answered was the characteristics these youth shared that might better inform those in the youth 

development community. It quickly became apparent that there were in fact certain shared assets or protective factors 

that successful young people had in common. 

 

Clearly the nuclear family was important, and something often overlooked in youth programs. While parents are 

unquestionably the most important influence in the lives of young people, including them in programs has become an 

important curriculum element which promotes PYD. We also saw the importance of communities to youth, especially 

schools. Having a strong sense of connection to their schools is also of importance to both the young person and any 

program they enter. Programs that also taught life skills have had very positive outcomes related to helping youth at 

early ages avoid alcohol, drugs, sex, tobacco, and violence even when these topics were not raised as issues of critical 

importance. 

 

In sum, the benefits of approaching youth with a positive perspective far outweighs any potential downside of 

appearing too lenient or not being directive enough. Time has shown us that youth respond best when the level at which 

we want them to achieve is raised rather than lowered. We can also help youth by helping them paint a positive picture 

of the future they want to achieve first before we help them achieve it; and successful futures cannot be obtained 

without hard work and dedication, something youth understand better when caring adults nurture them and are 

supportive of their efforts. ƴ 

                                    
    Sincerely,     

                                                                      

 Shepherd Smith is the president of the Institute for Youth Development (IYD), a non-

partisan, non-profit organization that promotes a consistent, comprehensive risk 

avoidance message to youth for five harmful risk-behaviors that are inextricably linked: 

alcohol, drugs, sex, tobacco, and violence. To learn more about IYD visit 

www.youthdevelopment.org 

W 

 

http://www.youthdevelopment.org/
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YYOOUUTTHH  DDEEVVEELL OOPPMM EENNTT ::   BBOOYY  SSCCOOUUTTSS  OOFF  AAMMEERRII CCAA::     

AANN  EEXXAAMMPPLLEE  OOFF  PPOOSSII TTII VVEE  YYOOUUTTHH  DDEEVVEELLOOPPMMEENNTT 
 

am a very proud mother. I think most mothers are usually proud of their children, but let me tell you why I am 

particularly proud. Recently, I had the honor and privilege of watching my two teenage boys, Bobby (15) and 

Marcus (14), achieve the rank of Star in Boy Scouts, one of the oldest youth development organizations in the 

United States. In fact, 2010 marks the hundredth year anniversary of the formation of scouting. 

 

Boy Scouts of America (BSA) provides a program for young people that builds character, trains them in the 

responsibilities of citizenship, and develops personal fitness. It is one of the nationôs largest and most prominent 

values-based youth development organizations that helps build the future leaders of this country by combining 

educational activities and lifelong values with fun.  

 

While scouting can be fun, it is not always easy. It involves a lot of work, not only for the scout, but the parent too.  

My boys have not always been thrilled with all of the aspects of scouting. They love the camping part and enjoy 

getting together with members of their troop, but there are times when they are required to perform a number of tasks 

in order to complete a badge and they complain and procrastinate until the last possible minute. 

 

For instance, Family Life is one of the badges that my sons recently completed that is required to attain the rank of 

Eagle. They were required to talk about family and why families are important, come up with a list of chores above 

and beyond the regular chores that they are assigned, and 

do these newly added chores for 90 consecutive days. In 

addition, they had to hold a family meeting and discuss 

ways that our family could improve itself through the 

development of daily habits.   

 

Bobby and Marcus did complete this badge, but I will tell 

you there was much grumbling when it came time to do 

the extra chores. They were also not too enthusiastic 

about planning and conducting a family meeting. They 

would have much rather completed a white water rafting 

badge or rifling badge than to talk about their family and 

do chores. However, even though they grumbled, this was 

the badge they described as the hardest and the most 

fulfilling when they accepted their new Star rank. Both 

boys took this assignment seriously and expect that we as a family will follow through on the items we discussed 

during our family meeting.   

 

One of the great aspects of scouting is the mentorship 

that takes place.  My sons did not come up with all of 

the ideas for their chores or conducting the family 

meeting on their own. Scouting is not designed so that 

a scout performs these activities alone. Advisors and 

parents are supposed to be involved in helping them 

complete these tasks. This is one of the reasons that 

scouting has been such a successful example of 

positive youth development over the years. Positive 

Youth Development (PYD) is based on the belief that, 

given guidance and support from caring adults, all 

youth can grow up healthy and happy, making positive 

contributions to their families, schools, and communities. The approach favors leadership and skill-building 

I 

ñ . . . Positive Youth Development 

is based on the belief that, given 

guidance and support from caring 

adults, all youth can grow up 

healthy and happy, making positive 

contributions to their families, 
schools, and communities . . .ò 
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opportunities, such as those in the scouting program. Unlike "deficit-based" programs that focus narrowly on issues 

like drug abuse and teen pregnancy prevention, PYD does not address youth primarily as problems to be solved, but 

rather as assets to be developed.  

A leading authority on positive youth development is the Search Institute. They have identified building blocks of 

healthy developmentðknown as Developmental Assetsðthat help children and adolescents grow up healthy, 

caring, and responsible. Search Institute also helps people understand what kids need in order to succeed and take 

action based on that knowledge. They do this by conducting high-quality research and evaluation that deepens the 

knowledge of young people, what they need, and how to care for and work with them more effectively. In addition, 

they provide tools, resources, and services to equip parents, educators, youth workers, policy makers, and other 

leaders to create a world where all young people are valued and thrive. Boy Scouts of America sought out the help 

of Search Institute to evaluate how scouting measured up according to their developmental assets. In every category 

except one (schools), scouting programs could be applied to the assets Search Institute determines to be the most 

effective in helping youth to thrive.
1
   

The Values of Men and Boys in America, a research study conducted by Louis Harris & Associates on behalf of the 

BSA in May 1995, found that men and boys who participated in scouting as youth later credit their scouting 

experience with many positive effects on their lives and on society in general. The study also revealed that men and 

boys with strong scouting experience often demonstrate higher ethical and moral standards than non-scouts. Youth 

involved in scouting programs were found to be more likely to assume leadership roles in clubs or school 

organizations, put the needs of others before their own, have higher self-confidence, be active in a variety of after-

school activities, and resist peer pressure to take 

part in delinquent or dishonest activities. In 

addition, men who completed at least five years 

of scouting as boys were more likely as adults to 

graduate high school and college, and earn higher 

household incomes ($60,000 compared to 

$80,000).
2
 

   

When I look at the results of the data that has 

been collected over the years on scouting, I am 

thankful to have my sons involved in this time-

tested program. I have to admit that I havenôt 

always been the perfect scouting parent. My boys 

have missed meetings, been late to meetings, and 

attended meetings with wrinkled scout shirts, and 

sometimes no scout shirt at all! But in the end 

none of that really matters; the benefit that they receive from fellowship, instruction, and mentorship in this 

program far outweighs my short comings. Bobby (previous page) and Marcus (above) are both excited to begin 

working on a variety of merit badges that will allow them to attain the rank of Life Scout in this Fall. Once they 

become Life Scouts they will be able to begin working on their Eagle Scout project. Hopefully next year at this 

time, I will be the even more proud mother of two Eagle Scouts. ƴ  

 

Eva McGann is the Vice President for Programs at the Institute for Youth Development 
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WWHHAATT  SSCCII EENNCCEE  SSAAYYSS::   PPRROOMMOOTTII NNGG  AADDOOLLEESSCCEENNTT  SSEEXXUUAALL  HHEEAALLTTHH  

TTHHRROOUUGGHH  PPOOSSII TTII VVEE  YYOOUUTTHH  DDEEVVEELLOOPPMMEENNTT  

  
ositive Youth Development (PYD) programs seek to instill character traits in young people to help them 

develop skills to practice healthy behaviors and navigate the challenges of adolescence; among the many goals 

of PYD is promoting sexual health. Last month, the Journal of Adolescent Health published a supplement 

entitled Positive Youth Development Promoting Adolescent Sexual and Reproductive Health: A Review of 

Observational and intervention Research.
1
 By reviewing the evidence of several attributes, including competence, 

connectedness, confidence, and character, researchers and practitioners are able to better understand which of these 

traits leads to positive sexual and reproductive health outcomes, thus allowing programs to better meet the needs of 

young people. 

  

Connectedness as a Predictor of Sexual and Reproductive Health Outcomes for Youth: A Systematic Review
2
 

 

Researchers have long recognized the value of parent-child connectedness as a protective factor for youth risk-behavior 

prevention.
3
 There is also a lot to be said of an adolescentôs sense of attachment to the community at large. 

Connectedness or bonding has been conceptualized as the ñemotional attachment and commitment a child makes to 

social relationships in the family, peer group, school, community, or culture.ò
4
 The key elements of connectedness 

surveyed in this review looked at the evidence surrounding family connectedness, parent-adolescent general 

communication, parent-adolescent sexual communication, parental monitoring, peer connectedness, partner 

connectedness, school connectedness, and community connectedness. A summary of findings is displayed in figure 1 

below. The behaviors surrounding each circle are the sexual and reproductive health outcomes that were found to have 

sufficient evidence for a protective association. As is displayed, all of the key elements had sufficient evidence of a 

protective association except for community connectedness and peer connectedness.  

 

Figure 1 - Sufficient evidence for protective association between key element and sexual health outcome   

Markham et al. (2010) 

 
 

Character as a Predictor of Reproductive Health Outcomes for Youth: A Systematic Review
5
 

 

Character is another key trait that researchers believe contributes to positive sexual and reproductive health outcomes in 

young people. Character is one of the five categories of developmental outcomes identified as being important for 

P 
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healthy youth development,
6
 and in a review of programs that promote PYD, two character constructs were found to 

increase PYD: prosocial norms and spirituality.
7
 Prosocial norms were categorized into either 1) subjective norms (sex-

related or non sex-related regarding own attitudes, values, or beliefs); 2) perceived norms (perceptions of otherôs 

attitudes, values, or beliefs); or 3) actual norms of others. The second character construct identified was spirituality, 

with its sub-constructs of religiosity and affiliation. In sum, the review found sufficient evidence to support a protective 

association for two prosocial norms sub-constructs (subjective norms related to sex, perceived norms of others) and 

spirituality (public and private religiosity) for sexual reproductive health outcomes. See figure 2 for a graphic display. 

As figure 2 shows, adolescentôs perceived norms had the greatest association with positive sexual and reproductive 

health outcomes.  

 

Figure 2 - Sufficient evidence for protective effects of character sub-constructs 

House et al. (2010) 

       
Competence as a Predictor of Sexual and Reproductive Health Outcomes for Youth: A Systematic Review

8
 

 

The term competence has been described as ñthe development of knowledge and skills across developmental areas 

(e.g., physical, social, cognitive, emotional) and the application of those skills.ò
9
 Research has identified five 

competence constructs that have been attached to PYD program: cognitive, emotional, social, behavioral, and moral 

competence.
10

 The majority of studies defined competence as cognitive competence, and used the subcontracts of 

academic achievement, intelligence quotient (IQ), problem-solving ability, and social/behavioral competence. Overall, 

academic ability and/or achievement produced the largest protective effect, as figure 3 on the previous page shows. 

Indeed, ñPYD programs that provide a safe setting in which youth can learn and use social and cognitive skills may 

have a positive impact on sexual and reproductive health as well as other youth outcomes.ò
11   

 

Figure 3 - Sufficient evidence for protective association for selected competence constructs 

(House et al, 2010) 
  

 
 

 


