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The healthy development of youth has been a value and goal of American
society. Traditionally, families and schools (and more recently, communi-
ties) have been charged with nurturing, socializing, and educating children to
be productive, positively contributing members of society. However, the the-
ory and research traditions associated with psychology, and developmental
psychology in particular, have been framed in a deficit perspective about
youth. G. Stanley Hall (1904) initiated this perspective with his description
of adolescence as a time of inevitable storm and stress. Similarly, Anna Freud
(1969) viewed adolescence as a period of normative developmental distur-
bance, and Erik Erikson (1968) believed that youth identity was born of
crisis.

Much of the work following the deficit conceptualization of youth empha-
sized a medical model that relies on the diagnosis and treatment of problems.
An entire manual, the Diagnostic and Statistic Manual of Mental Disorders
(Fourth Edition; American Psychiatric Association, 1994), has been devoted
to cataloging the potential disorders and deficits that can occur across devel-
opment. Focus was placed on what makes people ill, rather than what makes
people healthy (Larson, 2000).

Recent data collected regarding youth indicates that young people today
face greater risks to their healthy development than ever before, contributing
to the idea that youth are broken and in need of fixing (Dryfoos, 1990; Lerner,
1995; Perkins & Borden, 2003). Consequently, youth have often been dis-
cussed in relation to the risk behaviors that they engage in and the negative
and destructive choices that they make. Healthy development has become
synonymous with the lack of risk behaviors and not with the presence of
adaptive choices, happiness, optimism for the future, purpose, and meaning-
ful relationships (Benson, 2003; Benson, Scales, & Mannes, 2003; Damon,
Menon, & Bronk, 2003).

Research in the latter decades of the 20th century, however, began to focus
on the study of positive youth development. This alternative conception is
derived from developmental systems theories (Lerner, 1998), which under-
scores the potential for plasticity in human development and, thus, legiti-
mates the assumption that youth are resources to be developed, as compared
to youth as problems to be managed (Roth, Brooks-Gunn, Murray, & Foster,
1998). Instead of anticipating and trying to fix or prevent problems, this new
paradigm considers the strengths, competencies, and contributions that
youth can make and ways to align these strengths with resources and sup-
ports in the environment to maximize healthy development of individuals
and society. Preparation and engagement of youth is the goal (Pittman,
1996). Youth are seen as active and equal participants, as opposed to imma-
ture adults that need to be controlled and directed toward positive outcomes.
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Instead of making youth the recipients of services, education, and training by
adults, young people, through their initiative and leadership, can actively
contribute and shape society and the future (Lerner, 2004).

As a result of this new vision regarding youth, a new vocabulary regarding
youth development has emerged, including terms such as well-being, flour-
ishing, thriving, and the Five Cs of positive youth development (competence,
confidence, connection, character, and caring) to describe adolescents who
are doing well (Benson, 1997; Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Keyes, 2003;
Lerner, 2004; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Problem behaviors and
involvement in risky behaviors are still measured and documented, but
increasing attention has been directed toward naming, defining, and measur-
ing what constitutes optimal development. For example, Peterson and
Seligman (2003) have developed a taxonomy of character strengths and vir-
tues that they hope will be psychology’s positive response to psychiatry’s
DSM-IV.

Keyes (2003), also challenging the deficit model implicit in the mental
health movement, attempts to define health as more than the absence of risk.
He proposes three components of flourishing: (a) emotional well-being,
operationalized as positive affect, happiness, and life satisfaction; (b) social
well-being, measured by having warm, trusting relationships, empathy, and
intimacy; and (c) psychological well-being, indexed by self-acceptance, pur-
pose in life, mastery, autonomy, and positive relations with others. Lerner et
al. (2005 [this issue]), addressing adolescents specifically, operationalize
positive youth development as the Five Cs and provide the first empirical
basis of this conception of the healthy, successful development of individuals
along the way to idealized personhood. Moreover, Lerner et al. (2005)
hypothesize that when the Five Cs are present in youth across time, contribu-
tion, a sixth C, will emerge. Documentation of these attributes and behaviors
deviates significantly from counting decreasing numbers of high school
dropouts, pregnant teenagers, and teenage substance users and abusers to
index the status of positive functioning among youth.

Another example of this vocabulary and vision about the strengths of
youth comes from Search Institute (Benson, 1997, 2003). They propose and
measure seven behavioral indicators of thriving, including (a) school suc-
cess, (b) leadership, (c) helping others, (d) maintenance of physical health,
(e) delay of gratification, (f) valuing diversity, and (g) overcoming adversity
(Leffert et al., 1998; Scales, Benson, Leffert, & Blyth, 2000). These indica-
tors are intended to be indices of positive outcomes comparable to indices of
problem behaviors traditionally used to describe youth. They are not neces-
sarily inclusive of all behaviors that describe a successful youth, but Scales
et al. (2000) has suggested these actions and activities are descriptive of core
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adolescent tasks (e.g., school success, individuation, and connection to oth-
ers) and are related to other short- and long-term positive outcomes (e.g.,
self-esteem, peer acceptance, and problem solving), as well as a lowered
incidence of risk behaviors.

Previous research conducted by Search Institute has demonstrated that
these indicators are positively related to the level, or overall number, of devel-
opmental assets present in an adolescent’s life (Benson, Leffert, Scales, &
Blyth, 1998). Developmental assets may be internal to a young person (e.g.,
personal values) or external to him or her (e.g., support or boundaries and
expectations) and are conceptualized as the essential building blocks of
healthy youth development. Moreover, these developmental assets account
for a significant portion of variance in individual thriving indicators (Scales
et al., 2000), for example, achievement motivation and school engagement,
which are internal assets, in combination with time spent in youth programs,
which is an external asset, significantly predicted school success for six dif-
ferent racial or ethnic groups of 6th to 12th grade students.

Developmental Systems Theory and Thriving

The focus on human strengths and competence suggests a revaluation, if
not a complete rejection, of the deficit perspective and a focus solely on pre-
vention to, instead, a science that is focused on understanding what builds
thriving individuals, families, institutions, communities, and society. This
new vocabulary and paradigm for discussing young people, focusing on indi-
cators of well-being—providing snapshots of healthy youth development for
single moments in time—is a beginning (Bornstein, Davidson, Keyes,
Moore, & The Center for Child Well-Being, 2003); however, it needs to be
embedded in a theory of developmental change to explain positive develop-
ment across time, both within and between individuals.

Developmental systems theory provides this theoretical explanation of
developmental change by describing and explaining positive development as
a life-span process in which the individual and context are dynamically fused
across time in mutually beneficial interactions (Lerner, 2002). As noted
above, recognizing the individual and the context as dynamically interactive,
as opposed to development being deterministically based either only on
one’s genetic inheritance or only on social experiences, introduces the poten-
tial for plasticity (or change) in human development and, thus, the potential
in every individual for positive, healthy change across the life span (Baltes,
Lindenberger, & Staudinger, 1998; Brandtstädter, 1998; Lerner, 1998).
When these bidirectional interactions between individual and context
advance the well-being of both components, they are termed adaptive devel-
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opmental regulations (Lerner, 2004). Youth who are adaptively functioning
across time with their environments are seen as individuals who are enhanc-
ing and contributing to the positive development of self, family, community,
and civil society (Lerner, 2004; Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1999). More-
over, these youth are described as thriving and on their way to idealized
personhood (Lerner, 2004; Lerner, Dowling, & Anderson, 2003).

Thriving is thus a concept denoting a change or a process; it is not a trait (a
behavior that does not vary across time and place) or a state (a status describ-
ing behaviors that are representative of a person at only one time or place).
Thus, a trait is a time-irrelevant concept, and a state connotes a behavioral
point in time. Thriving, however, is representative of an active individual who
is functioning across time and place to interact with an active context in man-
ners that enhance both person and setting. All behaviors do not have to be
perfectly matched with the context at all times; rather, the individual must
have a flexible behavioral repertoire to meet changing opportunities and
challenges. Modal behavior of such a person would reflect adaptive develop-
mental regulations, however. Thriving represents, then, an overall range of
behaviors that reflect a fit with the context. Thus, there would be differences
within individuals across time, and differences between individuals, that
reflect this goodness of fit with the multiple settings (family, school,
community) of one’s context.

Although a developmental systems approach to studying the thriving pro-
cess is most compatible with longitudinal analyses, having multiple indica-
tors of thriving behaviors—to determine the behavioral repertoire, rate, and
direction of thriving across time within individuals—Search Institute’s rich
archival database of hundreds of thousands of middle and high school stu-
dents can be exploited to understand the frequency and distribution of static
indicators of thriving behaviors across adolescence. In addition, these thriv-
ing behaviors can be examined in relation to different perceived individual
and contextual assets that are also assessed by Search Institute.

As previously noted, Search Institute has assessed the relationship
between the number of assets that individuals possess and the above noted set
of thriving indicators, through analysis of a large database of youth who were
administered the Profiles of Student Life: Attitudes and Behavior Scale
(PSL-AB) in 1996 to 1997 (Leffert et al., 1998; Scales et al., 2000). However,
structural relationships have not been examined between empirically derived
asset scales and thriving behaviors. Limitations associated with single-item
asset measures and the limited reliability of some multi-item asset measures
included in the survey have prevented the organization of the asset items into
empirically derived superordinate categories or domains. Search Institute
has reported theoretically conceptualized asset groups that are meaningful
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and descriptive for public communication and education purposes. The goal
has been to mobilize and unite community-based efforts, based on knowl-
edge of the average total number of assets present in youth in a community
and on a report of the presence of assets in internal categories (commitment
to learning, positive values, social competencies, and positive identity) and
external ones (support, empowerment, boundaries and expectations, and
constructive use of time).

The Current Study

The present study attempts to ascertain the first- and second-order empiri-
cal factor structure of the developmental asset items included in the PSL-AB.
A secondary research question, regarding this empirical structure, considers
the developmental significance of the derived asset scales. A universal struc-
ture for the second decade of life has been proposed by Search Institute
(Benson et al., 1998). However, past research with the PSL-AB has indicated
that middle school youth and high school youth often have different levels of
assets, with a fairly consistent decline in the number of assets from middle
school to high school (Leffert et al., 1998). Given the emerging cognitive
skills, biological changes, interpersonal experiences, and contextual transi-
tions experienced by youth across this time period, the structure of perceived
assets may change across time. Therefore, the first question posed in the cur-
rent analysis was whether the factor structure of the asset items is the same for
middle school youth and high school youth.

To continue the explication of constructs related to developmental sys-
tems theory and the promotion of positive youth development, the second
goal of the current study is to examine the structural relationships between
the empirically derived asset scales and a composite of thriving behaviors.
Developmental systems theory proposes that when there is a good match
between internal setting conditions and external setting conditions, positive
youth development, or thriving, will occur. Particular assets may be more
salient and related to thriving behaviors. Certain ranges and combinations of
asset scales may lead to optimal outcomes, whereas other assets may have
limited added value. These possibilities are explored in the present research.

METHOD

Participants

A sample of 229,596 youth from public schools across the United States
in grades 6 to 12 responded to the Search Institute’s PSL-AB survey in 1999
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and 2000. The survey was administered to all students present in school on
the day of data collection (males = 47%; females = 53%). Participants were
between the ages of 10 and 19 years old (mean age for boys = 14.47, SD =
1.94; mean age for girls = 14.37, SD = 1.92) and were predominantly Euro-
pean American (78.2%).1 Communities self-select to administer the survey
to their youth and, thus, are not necessarily a representative sample. Place of
residence for participants included in the overall sample include 38.5% cit-
ies, 32.1% towns, 16.5% rural areas, and 7.5% farms; less than 1% of
participants live on reservations.

Two random nonoverlapping samples of 50,000 sixth to eighth grade stu-
dents were drawn from the overall sample. Group 1 students (mean age =
12.7, SD = 1.0) were relatively evenly distributed across the three grades in
school (Grade 6 = 26.6%, Grade 7 = 31.7%, and Grade 8 = 41.8). Group 2 stu-
dents (mean age = 12.7, SD = 1.0) matched the characteristics of Group 1
(Grade 6 = 26.6%, Grade 7 = 31.6%, and Grade 8 = 41.7%) and were used to
cross-validate the results of the empirical analyses of the structure of the asset
items. In addition, a random sample of high school students, Group 3, (Grade
9 = 27.3%, Grade 10 = 30.9%, Grade 11 = 24%, and Grade 12 = 17.7%) was
drawn from the database to examine if the empirical structure of the asset
items was equivalent across age groups. Table 1 displays the demographic
characteristics of the three sample groups in relation to the overall sample.

Measure

As noted above, the 1999 to 2000 administration of the Search Institute’s
PSL-AB youth survey was used as the data-collection instrument. Surveys
were anonymously completed during a school class period with standard
instructions provided to facilitate its completion. Completed surveys were
placed in a sealed envelope and mailed to Search Institute for processing and
for the development of a community wide report about the presence and level
of assets of youth in the community.

There are 156 items in the PSL-AB survey. Seven items were designed to
measure thriving behaviors (school success, leadership, helping others,
maintenance of physical health, delay of gratification, values diversity, and
overcome adversity; Scales et al., 2000). Each item is measured with a
Likert-type scale; five of the items are measured with a 5-point scale, one
with an 8-point scale (grades in school), and one with a 6-point scale (helping
others). In the following analyses, the individual thriving items are standard-
ized and summed, and the mean is computed to form a composite score for
each individual. Using a composite is intended to reflect the range of behav-
iors possible that might describe thriving and the overall level of thriving
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within an individual at a single point in time. It is not expected that all individ-
uals will have high scores on all indicators, but that individuals with higher
overall scores on the index will have a broader repertoire of behaviors that
reflects a modal response of thriving, as compared to individuals with lower
overall scores.

For example, it is not necessarily reasonable to assume that all youth will
earn straight As, be a leader in multiple groups and organizations, and help
other people 11 or more hours a week. When using single item behavioral
indicators, thriving can be achieved through multiple pathways, and more of
some behaviors and less of others are reasonable for any given individual.
Evidence for the potential utility of this rationale for forming a thriving com-
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TABLE 1: Comparison of Demographic Variables Between the Overall Sample
and the Three Randomly Selected Subsamples From the 1999
Through 2000 Search Institute PSL-AB survey

Subsample 1: Subsample 2: Subsample 3:
Total Grades 6 Grades 6 Grades 9

Sample Through 8 Through 8 Through 12

Gender
Males 47 49.1 49.2 48.2
Females 53 50.4 50.2 51.4

Ethnic identity
European American 78.2 76.5 76.5 79.7
African American 5.7 6.0 6.1 5.3
Hispanic 6.1 6.5 6.5 5.8
Asian American 2.7 2.5 2.5 2.9
American Indian 1.5 2.0 2.0 1.1
Multiracial 5.2 5.9 5.7 4.6

Mother’s education
Grade school 2.2 2.4 2.4 2.2
Some high school 4.4 5.5 5.5 6.6
High school 23.0 21.5 21.8 26.5
Some college 11.3 13.4 13.4 17.8
College 26.4 26.0 25.7 27.1
Graduate school 14.7 13.8 13.7 12.2
Do not know 8.0 10.1 10.1 5.0

Family Composition
Two parents 74.7 73.8 73.5 74.6
One parent—mother 14.4 13.4 13.3 15.1
One parent—father 3.1 2.4 2.5 3.5
Part-time—mother or father 7.8 9.8 10.0 6.0

NOTE:  PSL-AB = Profiles of Student Life: Attitudes and Behavior. Numbers represent
the percentage of the sample.



posite score is that it approximates a normal curve (mean = 0, SD = .50); in
turn, individual thriving behaviors, because of their restricted variability and
chosen response metric, are often skewed and less useful for group analyses.
Table 2 reports the descriptive statistics for the individual thriving behaviors
in the total sample.

Ninety-two items are used on the PSL-AB to measure internal and exter-
nal developmental assets. The developmental assets are defined by Search
Institute as a set of “building blocks that when present appear to enhance
important developmental outcomes” (Leffert et al., 1998, p. 209). The 40
developmental assets are grouped into 8 main categories, with support,
empowerment, boundaries and expectations, and constructive use of time
comprising the four categories for 20 external assets and commitment to
learning, positive values, social competencies, and positive identity describ-
ing the four categories for the 20 internal assets (see Leffert et al., 1998, for a
complete description of the items and the psychometric properties of the indi-
vidual asset measures). External assets are provided to youth by parents,
peers, schools, and communities, whereas internal assets are intended to be
self-processes and dispositions that develop across time and enhance the
probability of engagement in positive actions. The response formats for all
items are Likert-type scales, with the majority (86%) measured on a 5-point
scale.

The remaining items in the PSL-AB assess demographic characteristics
and risk behaviors and patterns.

Data Analysis Procedures

The data analysis of the PSL-AB survey items followed multiple steps. As
previously mentioned, three subsamples of 50,000 cases were randomly
selected from the total sample. The criterion for selection into the groups was
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TABLE 2: Descriptive Statistics for Individual Thriving Indicators

Thriving Indicator Range X SD Skewness Kurtosis

Succeeds in school 1 through 8 6.1 1.7 –.841 .098
Values diversity 1 through 5 3.6 1.1 –.577 –.503
Exhibits leadership 1 through 5 2.7 1.5 .262 –1.4
Delays gratification 1 through 5 3.2 1.4 –.230 –1.16
Overcomes adversity 1 through 5 4.0 1.1 –.995 .215
Maintains physical health 1 through 5 3.5 1.2 –.457 –.793
Helps others 1 through 6 2.7 1.3 .767 .037



grade level. The goal was to have two groups comprised of sixth to eighth
grade students with comparable characteristics: one core sample and one
sample for cross-validation at the middle school level and a third sample of
high school students. An empirical question for the current analysis was
whether 6th- to 8th-grade students have a different asset-factor structure than
9th- to 12th-grade students.

The developmental asset items were analyzed with exploratory factor
analytic procedures, separately for the two grade groups. As noted, 92 indi-
vidual items comprise the measurement of the internal and external develop-
mental assets. There are 50 items for the measurement of external assets and
42 items for internal assets. One internal asset item (No. 132: “Imagine that
someone at your school hit you or pushed you for no reason. What would you
do?”) was excluded from the analyses because, in contrast to the other items
in the survey, the responses were nominal and not ordinal or interval. As a
result, 91 items were included in the factor analysis to determine the empiri-
cal structure of the developmental asset items. Both orthogonal and oblique
factor analyses were conducted. Both methods yielded similar results. The
primary difference was the strength of the loading of individual items on
scales. The data presented are based on Promax rotational procedures along
with a root 1 criterion for extraction of factors. The Promax solution was
retained as the scales are theoretically believed to be correlated. Scales were
retained if they included a minimum of three items that had individual load-
ings of .30 or above. Results of the exploratory factor analysis were con-
firmed with the cross-validation sample. Exploratory factor analytic proce-
dures were conducted with the sample of 9th- to 12th-grade students. The
factor structure that emerged differed from that of the 6th- to 8th-grade stu-
dents; thus, further analyses were only conducted with the early adolescent
students. Further analyses will be conducted to examine the factor structure
of the asset items across the adolescent years.

The next step in data analysis was examination of the relationship between
the empirically based factors that emerged during the factor analysis of the 91
asset items. Mean scale scores were computed for each of the factors by sum-
ming the individual items (with factor loadings ±.30) that comprised the fac-
tor and dividing by the total number of items. Internal consistency of the
scales was measured with Cronbach’s coefficient alpha (Cronbach, 1951).
Mean-scale scores were correlated with factor scores and also correlations
were examined among the individual scales. A second exploratory factor
analysis was conducted with the scale scores to examine if the scales loaded
on different conceptual factors (e.g., internal vs. external assets). Again, both
orthogonal and oblique rotation methods were conducted and, once more,
they yielded similar results. The Promax solution was retained because of the
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belief that the second-order factors were significantly correlated with one
another.

Finally, the structural relationships among first- and second-order asset
categories and the thriving index were examined. Regression analyses and
multivariate analysis of variance were used to understand which asset catego-
ries best predicted and accounted for the variance in the thriving behavior
composite.

RESULTS

First-Order Factor Structure of PSL-AB Asset Items

The dimensionality of the 91 asset items included in the PSL-AB survey
was analyzed, for middle school youth in Group 1, using principal axis fac-
toring. As noted above, both orthogonal and oblique factor rotation methods
were employed. The results of the two methods yielded similar results, with
slight differences noted in the order and magnitude of the item loadings
within each factor. For example, four of the resulting factors with the
Varimax solution had an additional item that loaded significantly on the fac-
tor, as compared to the Promax solution. In two of the four cases, the item was
not conceptually matched with the factor. Furthermore, the Varimax solution
yielded one factor including all items pertinent to families and parents. In the
Promax solution, the items regarding families and parents were split between
a scale representing connection to family and a scale including items regard-
ing parent involvement in school. The similarity of the results of these two
factor-analytic approaches is evidence of a strong structure inherent in the
items. Given the expectation that the factors would be correlated and appro-
priate for a second-order exploratory factor analysis, the Promax solution
was retained.

The initial factor solution yielded 15 interpretable factors, with
eigenvalues greater than 1.0 and with three or more individual items loading
(±.30) on each factor. The factors accounted for 50.69% of the variance. Six-
teen items did not load significantly on any factor, and one item was not con-
ceptually consistent with the factor that it loaded on. A second principal axis
exploratory factor analysis, with Promax rotation, was conducted with the
resulting 74 items. This solution yielded 14 interpretable factors with initial
eigenvalues greater than 1.0, with at least three items that had significant and
unique factor loading greater than ±.30 on each factor. One item loaded sig-
nificantly and meaningfully on two factors (No. 129: “Frequency you feel
afraid of getting hurt at home”). This item was retained on the factor (Contex-

Theokas et al. / CONCEPTUALIZING THRIVING 123



tual Safety) for which it improved the internal consistency of the scale and
was removed from the factor for which it decreased the reliability of the scale
(Connection to Family). This model explained 53.65% of the variance. One
difference was noted between the original solution and the final model. Two
separate factors in the original solution combined to form one factor in the
final model with the removal of items with insignificant loadings. Conceptu-
ally, the two factors in the initial solution represented (a) appreciates racial or
ethnic diversity and (b) interpersonal values and competence.

The factors were assigned labels using item content. Table 3 presents a list
of the factors, a representative item, total number of items in the factor, and
the rotated eigenvalue.

The results of Group 1 were cross validated with Group 2 middle school
students. The same factor structure emerged with only slight differences
noted with the saliency of individual-item loadings on factors.

The results of Group 1 were also compared with the results of Group 3, a
random sample of high school students. The structure that emerged was con-
ceptually similar to that of the middle school students. However, differentia-
tion of scales that could not be reliably discriminated in the middle school
version occurred, yielding 16 meaningful and interpretable scales. Whereas
appreciates diversity and interpersonal skills and values could not be differ-
entiated in the middle school population, in the high school sample, the two
scales had discrete item loadings. Moreover, an additional scale comprising
items related to planning and decision making (that were removed from the
prior analyses because of insignificant loading values) emerged as a mean-
ingful factor with the older students. In addition, single items that did not
meet item loading criteria (±.30) achieved significance in the high school
sample. The saliency of factors was also slightly modified. Given the struc-
tural differences in the two samples, further analyses were only conducted
with Group 1 middle school students. Further research will be directed
toward understanding the potential developmental changes in the factor
structure of the asset items.

Second-Order Factor Structure Analysis

Search Institute’s model suggests that the first-order asset scales are inter-
related. In particular, it is hypothesized that about half of the items are
strengths, processes, and dispositions arising within the individual (internal
assets) and that half of the items are external assets that are provided to the
individual from the context (families, other adults, peers, schools, and com-
munities). The factor correlation matrix from the first-order factor analysis
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displays multiple medium to large correlations between factors supporting
the conceptualization of second-order factors (see Table 4). Specifically,
large correlations (> .60) were noted between Social Conscience and Per-
sonal Values and between Social Conscience and Interpersonal Values. Posi-
tive Identity and Expectations and Boundaries were strongly related to Con-
nection to Family and, also, School Connection and Community Connection
were highly correlated.

It is theoretically quite important to note that the empirically identified
factors do not exclusively contain either internal asset items or external asset
items. For example, an internal asset item (“I care about the school I go to”) is
grouped with external asset items regarding a caring school climate (e.g., “I
get a lot of encouragement at my school”) and forms the Connection to
School scale. Of course, all items are self-report and represent perceived
assets, thus, it is difficult to conceptually distinguish exclusively internal or
external processes. Perceptions of external assets are not independent mea-
sures of external assets; they are individual level measures that may reflect
scores pertinent to the views of youth regarding their integrative relationships
with the settings within which they act. Moreover, developmental systems
theory suggests it is the bidirectional adaptive regulations between person
and context that drive development. The items previously described in the
Connection to School scale reflect these bidirectional relations by including
how the individual responds to the setting and how the setting reacts to the
individual. A thriving young person should be part of a structured whole with
a goodness of fit between internal and external setting conditions for positive
youth development.

Nevertheless, seven factor scales that emerged in the first-order analysis
represent constructs pertaining to the individual, his or her behavior, and
feelings about himself or herself with the seven additional scales represent-
ing one or more layers of the multitiered context in the developmental sys-
tem. Scales reflective of individual behavior and attributes include Social
Conscience, Risk Avoidance, Positive Identity, Interpersonal Values, Activ-
ity Participation, and Personal Values. Scales representing external setting
conditions, support, or resources provided to the individual include Commu-
nity Connection, Parent Involvement, School Connection, Adult Mentors,
Rules and Boundaries, Connection to Family, and Contextual Safety.

A second-order factor analysis was conducted with the factors that
emerged in the first exploratory factor analysis to determine if a
superordinate factor structure would emerge. Given the correlations among
factors and the multiple small loadings of items on multiple factors, mean
scale scores were computed for each individual on each factor to reduce the
measurement redundancy that might occur with the computed factor scores.
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The diagonal in Table 4 shows the correlations between factor scores and
scale summary scores. Factor-score and scale-summary-scores correlations
range from .370 and .986, with the majority being large correlations. Scale
summary score statistics including Cronbach’s alpha reliability are displayed
in Table 5. Mean scores are generally moderate to high with 12 of the 14
reliabilities in the excellent range. The two scales with moderate reliabilities
are Rules and Boundaries and School Engagement. The Rules and Bound-
aries scale crosses multiple external contexts. The low reliability suggests
that the external setting conditions may vary in the saliency of rules and
boundaries provided to the youth. The School Engagement scale is com-
prised of items regarding preparation for school and effort in school.
Response scales vary for the items comprising this factor.

Principal axis factoring with Promax rotation yielded a two-factor solu-
tion in three iterations, accounting for 48% of the variance. Twelve of the 14
scales loaded significantly on only one of the factors (see Table 6). Two
scales did not discriminate well between factors and loaded on both factors,
but each had a higher loading on the second factor. The first second-order fac-
tor was comprised of six of the seven scales pertaining to the individual
(Social Conscience, Personal Values, Interpersonal Values, Risk Avoidance,
Activity Participation, and School Engagement) and one external setting
scale, Rules and Boundaries. It seems these middle school youth have inter-
nalized the rules and boundaries present in their ecologies, leading to more
similarity with their individual values and behaviors. Rules and Boundaries
might work to promote the other individual activities and behaviors. The
opposite pattern was noted on the second-order factor. Positive Identity, a
scale describing an individual’s feelings regarding him or herself, loaded
with six scales detailing perceptions of external setting conditions, Connec-
tion to Family, Community Connection, Parent Involvement, School Con-
nection, Contextual Safety, and Adult Mentors. The theoretical cross specifi-
cation of this scale can be interpreted that a youth’s identity is so closely
linked to their bi-directional interactions with the multiple layers of their con-
text (e.g., involvement in adaptive developmental regulations) that it cannot
be empirically identified as separate from the context. The two factors were
significantly correlated (r = .640).

Although two scales were theoretically cross specified on each factor, the
factors were labeled Individual Assets and Ecological Assets, respectively,
representing the overall conceptual integrity of the scale. However, based on
the concept of adaptive developmental regulation (Lerner, 2004) and the
empirical presence of one cross specified scale on each second-order factor,
it seems clear that the Individual Assets second-order factor actually repre-
sents a bidirectional relation between the individual and the context, where
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the emphasis is on the individual contribution to the relation. In turn, on the
Ecological Assets second-order factor the emphasis is on the context’s con-
tribution to the relation. However, for youth thriving to occur, both types of
contributions must be fused. Figure 1 illustrates this dynamic.

Girls report higher scores on both factors. Girls have slightly higher Indi-
vidual Asset scores (mean = .25) than Ecological Asset scores (mean = .05),
whereas boys have slightly higher Ecological Asset scores (mean = –.05)
than Individual Asset scores (mean = –.25). Age is negatively correlated with
both Individual Assets (r = –.224) and Ecological Assets (r = –.203).
Mother’s education level, a proxy for socioeconomic status2 was not corre-
lated with the factor score for Individual Assets (r = .056) or the factor score
for Ecological Assets (r = .069).

Prediction of Second-Order Factors
on the Thriving Composite Index

A set of multiple regression models were tested to evaluate the best pre-
dictors and overall solution for the prediction of thriving. The criterion vari-
able was the thriving score composite created from standardizing, summing,
and finding the mean of the seven individual thriving behavior questions
included on the PSL-AB. The predictors that were tested included the two
factors scores (Individual Assets and Ecological Assets) obtained from the
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TABLE 6: Hierarchical Factor Structure of the Second-Order Factors

Factor

Summary Scale Label 1 2

1 Social Conscience .897
11 Personal Values .812

6 Interpersonal Values .657
3 Risk Avoidance .437
9 Activity Participation .405

12 Rules and Boundaries .355
13 School Engagement .333
10 Connection to Family .747

2 Positive Identity .744
4 Community Connection .591
5 Parent Involvement .507
8 School Connection .348 .455

14 Contextual Safety –.315 .431
7 Adult Mentors .344



second-order factor analysis of the empirically derived scales from the PSL-
AB and three demographic variables—mothers’ education level, age, and
gender. For the gender variable, boys were coded 0 and girls were coded 1.

Table 7 presents the seven models tested. Model 2 represents the most par-
simonious model predicting the thriving composite. First, the Ecological
Assets factor score was entered in Model 1, followed by the Individual Assets
factor score in Model 2. The initial model accounts for 28% of the variance in
the thriving index. The inclusion of Individual Assets improves the model fit
(R2 = .384). The two factor scores are moderately correlated and share a sig-
nificant portion of variance, but over and above the relationship between
Ecological Assets, Individual Assets adds predictive validity to the model.
The standardized beta coefficients indicate a stronger relationship between
Individual Assets and the thriving index.

The interaction between Individual Assets and Ecological Assets was
added in Model 3. The interaction between Individual Assets and Ecological
Assets does not contribute much to the goodness of fit of the model (less than
a 1% increase in R2), although it is a significant predictor. It was not retained
in the model, as the significance of the predictor was a result of the large
sample size.
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Social Conscience

Personal Values

Interpersonal Values

Rules and Boundaries

Risk Avoidance

School Engagement

Activity Participation

Connection to Family

Community 
Connection

School Connection

Contextual Safety

Adult  Mentors

Positive Identity

Parent Involvement

Figure 1: The fusion of internal and external setting conditions for PYD:Ecologi-
cal assets and individual assets are linked through the presence within each
asset set of a variable that constitutes an attractor of the other asset set.
NOTE:  PYD = positive youth development.
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A follow-up two-way ANOVA was conducted to elucidate the relation-
ship between Individual Assets and Ecological Assets and thriving behav-
iors. A 3 × 3, between-between, fixed effects ANOVA was conducted to eval-
uate the effects of three levels of Individual Assets (low, medium, high) and
three levels of Ecological Assets (low, medium, high) on the thriving com-
posite score. The levels of Individual Assets and Ecological Assets were
determined by finding the lowest 25% (low group), the middle 25% through
75% of the sample (middle group), and the highest quartile 75%+ (high
group). The ANOVA indicated a significant main effect for both Individual
Assets and Ecological Assets, as would be anticipated from the results of the
regression analysis. There was also a significant effect for the interaction
term (F(4,49,974) = 20.3, p = .000); however, the effect size was again negli-
gible η2 = .002.

Figure 2 displays the relationship between Individual Assets and Ecologi-
cal Assets. Having high assets in either domain improves thriving behaviors,
even if assets are low in the other domain. Having low assets in both domains
produces the lowest amount of thriving, and high assets in both domains pro-
duces the greatest amount of thriving behaviors. However, when Individual
Assets are high, there is little discrimination in thriving behaviors between
the low and medium Ecological Assets groups. High Ecological Assets in
combination with High Individual Assets improves thriving behaviors over
and above low or medium Individual Assets.
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Figure 2: Relationship between levels of individual and ecological assets and
the thriving behaviors composite score.



The three demographic variables were entered one at a time in each of the
three remaining models (M4 through M6). None were retained in the final
model, as they did not improve the goodness of fit of the model. Each predic-
tor was significant because of the large sample size, but the effect size was
minimal. The three demographic variables combined accounted for approxi-
mately 1% of the variance in the prediction of thriving. Model 7 displays the
full model with all variables entered simultaneously.

Relationship Between First-Order Asset
Factors and the Composite Thriving Index

To examine if certain individual or ecological assets were more strongly
related to increases in thriving behaviors, multiple analyses were conducted
to look at the relationship between level of thriving and scores on each of the
first-order asset scales. The thriving index was split into three groups: the
lowest quartile (low), the two middle quartiles (middle), and the upper
quartile (high). A one-way MANOVA was conducted to determine the effect
of level of thriving on the seven dependent variables that define the Individ-
ual Assets factor. Significant differences were found among the three levels
of thriving Wilks’ lambda = .66, F(14,99958) = 1663, p < .001. The partial η2

was .19. Table 8 contains the means, standard deviations, and effect sizes for
each dependent variable for the three levels of thriving. Univariate analyses
of variance for each dependent variable were conducted as follow-up tests for
the MANOVA. Using the Bonferonni method to correct for experiment-wise
error when running multiple tests, each ANOVA was tested at the p < .005
level. All ANOVAs were significant at the p < .001 level. Interpersonal Val-
ues, Activity Participation, and Personal Values had the highest effect sizes.
Post hoc analyses for the univariate ANOVAs for the individual asset scales
consisted of conducting pairwise comparisons to find which level of thriving
affected scores most strongly. Each pairwise comparison was tested at the
.001 level (.005 divided by 3). All groups significantly differed from one
another.

A second MANOVA was computed with the same three thriving groups
(low, middle, high) with the seven dependent variables that define the Eco-
logical Asset scale. Again, significant differences were found among the
three levels for thriving Wilks’ lambda = .74, F(14,99958) = 1136, p < .001.
The partial η2 was .14. Table 9 contains the means, standard deviations, and
effect sizes on each dependent variable for the three groups. The effect size
for Positive Identity was the largest. The effect size for Contextual Safety was
negligible. Univariate analyses of variance on each dependent variable were
conducted as follow-up tests for the MANOVA. Using the Bonferonni
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method, each ANOVA was tested at the p < .005 level. All ANOVAs were sig-
nificant at the p < .001 level. Post hoc pairwise comparisons between
the three thriving levels for each dependent variable were all significant, at
the p < .001 level, indicating that the three groups all differed significantly
from one another.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to test ideas derived from developmental
systems theory regarding the thriving process and the integration of individ-
ual and ecological assets to promote positive youth development. Thriving
youth are engaged in mutually beneficial interactions with their multilevel
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TABLE 8: Means, Standard Deviations, and Effect Sizes on the Individual Asset
Dependent Variables for the Three Levels of Thriving

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3

Asset Scale X SD X SD X SD Partial 2

Social Conscience 3.36 .90 3.83 .74 4.19 .65 .130
Risk Avoidance 3.72 .73 4.15 .66 4.40 .58 .114
Interpersonal Values 3.06 .87 3.65 .71 4.11 .61 .204
Activity Participation 1.75 .65 2.13 .74 2.70 .93 .162
Personal Values 3.41 .93 3.93 .73 4.32 .62 .153
Rules and Boundaries 3.57 .77 3.84 .68 4.08 .67 .063
School Engagement 2.60 .49 2.89 .42 3.09 .38 .141

TABLE 9: Means, Standard Deviations, and Effect Sizes on the Ecological
Developmental Dependent Variables for the Three Levels of Thriving

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3

Asset Scale X SD X SD X SD Partial 2

Positive Identity 3.36 .80 3.85 .72 4.22 .66 .151
Community Connection 2.88 .85 3.34 .78 3.78 .81 .135
Adult Mentors 2.80 1.1 3.41 1.1 3.98 .96 .133
School Connection 2.97 .68 3.37 .62 3.68 .62 .137
Connection to Family 3.53 .85 4.00 .73 4.33 .66 .129
Contextual Safety 4.50 .70 4.56 .60 4.61 .57 .005
Parent Involvement 3.42 .84 3.77 .73 4.06 .68 .084



context. These individual ↔ context relations support the individual devel-
opment of youth and the development of social institutions and civil society
(Lerner, 2004). Balancing the effects of the person on the context and the
effects of the context on the person in ways that support healthy, positive
changes in both are termed adaptive developmental regulations
(Brandstädter, 1998). This regulation of individual and context can only be
assessed across time; however, cross-sectional data can identify behaviors
that reflect developmental competencies (e.g., school success) and socially
valued behavior (e.g., prosocial behavior, leadership), termed thriving
behaviors, and can assess if the range and level of behaviors in youth reflect a
state of well-being that is consistent with such regulation (Bornstein et al.,
2003; Lerner et al., 2003). For instance, one can appraise whether these
behaviors covary with perceived individual and ecological assets in a pattern
consistent with this notion within developmental systems theory.

An existing dataset, PSL-AB survey administered by Search Institute in
hundreds of communities across the United States in 1999 through 2000, was
reanalyzed to derive the first- and second-order empirical structure of 91
items designed to assess self-perceived assets within the individual and the
multiple layers of his or her context. Substantively, items represent youth
actions (e.g., amount of time involved in youth programs), beliefs (e.g., satis-
faction with oneself), and values (e.g., degree it is important to do what one
believes is right), as well as youth perceptions of external setting conditions
(e.g., “I get a lot of encouragement at school,” “I have lots of good conversa-
tions with my parents,” “Adults in town make me feel important”). Explor-
atory factor analysis yielded 14 conceptually meaningful scales (e.g., Posi-
tive Identity, Social Conscience, Connection to Family, Adult Mentors, and
Contextual Safety) for middle school youth. A more differentiated factor
structure was present for high school youth, thus, further analyses were con-
ducted with only middle school youth. The derived scales descriptively rep-
resented youth choices (e.g., Risk Avoidance), youth beliefs (e.g., Personal
Values), youth connection to people (e.g., Connection to Family) and institu-
tions (e.g., School Connection), and perceived contextual resources (e.g.,
Adult Mentors). Items within scales that were representative of social con-
nections included items that reflected both the actions of the context and the
actions of the youth, thus capturing the bidirectional regulatory relations
specified in developmental systems theory.

There were significant correlations between the scales to suggest a higher
order structure present in the data, and, moreover, the scales could be divided
into either the Individual (7) or Ecological (7) domain. A second-order
exploratory factor analysis indeed yielded a two-factor solution. Twelve of
the 14 scales were able to be theoretically associated with Individual Assets
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or Ecological Assets and to load on their appropriate second-order factor.
However, two scales, Positive Identity and Rules and Boundaries loaded on
the opposite constructs. It is possible to view these two cross-specified fac-
tors as evidence of the weakness of the factor solution and as reflecting prob-
lems with the Search Institute asset framework or its pool of items. However,
we view this finding as relevant to an important feature of developmental
systems theory.

Developmental systems theory indicates that it is the fusion, or integra-
tion, of internal and external setting conditions that promotes positive devel-
opment. The commingling of scales captures this feature of the developmen-
tal system. For example, Positive Identity, a scale capturing youth’s feelings
about themselves and their future, loads significantly with the scales pertain-
ing to youths’ connection with family, school, and community and, also, to
the presence of adult mentors and perceived safety. In these middle school
youth, it seems that their individual identities are inherently linked with their
experiences in external-setting conditions. Respecification of the model with
this construct loading on the Individual domain does not provide a good fit
for the data.

Similarly, perceived Rules and Boundaries from the settings within which
youth interact was empirically linked with youth values and school and activ-
ity engagement. Although youth were asked about rules present in external
settings, it seems youth have internalized these standards and expectations,
and, thus, a strong relationship emerges between these perceptions and their
actual actions and personal and social values.

There can be no pure discrimination between internal and external set-
tings in a youth who is actively engaging and is engaged by the context. From
a developmental-systems perspective, there must be integration between the
setting conditions for positive youth development and the attributes of such
functioning (Lerner, 2004). If there were no such integration, then the person
would not be adaptively fused within the multiple levels of the system. In the
case of these youth, it seems there is a good fit between individual and
context.

Additional analyses more fully explored the relationship between Indi-
vidual Assets and Ecological Assets, as empirically identified, by examining
their individual and combined predictive ability with a summary score of
thriving behaviors. The thriving summary score represents an individual’s
functioning across a number of indicators at a particular point in time. Indi-
viduals are not expected to be perfect and have high scores across all indica-
tors, nor do all contexts offer opportunities for, or demand, all instances of
thriving behaviors at all times. The combined score for an individual reflects
their overall functioning and development of a subset of socially valued
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behaviors. Adolescence is a time of trying out new roles, experimenting with
behaviors, and developing a stable sense of self (Lerner, 2002). Thus,
intraindividual differences in behaviors during this negotiation process will
emerge.

For example, an adolescent with his or her first job and independent
source of income may not be able to delay gratification (a thriving indicator)
and keep from spending money right away. However, it may be that adult
mentors model financial decision making and balancing competing needs,
and also new competencies emerge (e.g., learning to balance a checkbook in
a life skills class) that support the development of this thriving indicator.
There exists in society the expectation that, across time, as adolescents have
more experiences and abilities, these thriving behaviors will grow and reflect
a goodness of fit between the individual’s strengths and the demands and
resources of the context.

Both domains of assets contributed unique variance to the thriving com-
posite, with the individual assets factor more strongly predictive of thriving.
Individual assets are more proximal to the measurement of individual behav-
iors than are ecological assets, which may account for the stronger relation-
ship. For example, a young person who is actively engaged in multiple clubs
and activities is more likely to have leadership opportunities and opportuni-
ties to help others. Similarly, there is conceptual similarity between a young
person with strong character values and a youth who values diversity. Indi-
vidual dispositions are more closely tied to individual engagement in actions.
In turn, ecological assets provide the setting conditions or supportive envi-
ronment to prime the development of thriving behaviors and, thus, is a more
distal measurement. For example, supportive relationships and the presence
of mentors are anticipated to encourage school success and overcoming
adversity, but do not necessarily provide opportunities for such behavior. As
such, ecological assets should and do contribute unique variance to the predi-
cation of thriving and, when combined with individual assets, maximize
thriving outcomes. The combined relationship of individual and ecological
assets to the prediction of thriving, and as well as the close relationship
between positive identity and the scales that represent connections with
social contexts, suggests that when we invest in policies and programs that
build and mobilize the energies of individuals and institutions, we are making
a good investment in the thriving of youth and society. Furthermore, the find-
ings suggest that high assets in either domain contribute to higher levels of
thriving. Thus, intervention can occur at either level. Policy makers and prac-
titioners may not be limited to or required to allocate resources across multi-
ple levels to effect positive development; rather, targeted interventions that
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are unique to the community and resources available may be developed and
applied for positive benefits.

Moreover, both sets of asset scales were more predictive of thriving
behaviors than demographic variables, including socioeconomic status, age,
or gender which, in total, accounted for less than 1% of the variance in thriv-
ing. The large sample size had the power to detect even small differences;
however, the effect sizes for each of the variables were negligible. In contrast,
the assets scales that reflected an adolescent’s perceptions of the
bidirectional exchanges between themselves and their contexts were associ-
ated with substantial effect sizes on thriving behaviors. Future research will
examine if the asset scales and hierarchical structure identified is
generalizable across all racial or ethnic groups, as it appears to be for
socioeconomic levels.

The results of the current analyses are, of course, dependent on the items
included in the PSL-AB survey and, therefore, may not capture the full nature
of the thriving construct or of individual and ecological assets. For example,
the seven thriving behavior indicators are not inclusive of all desired outcome
behaviors within young people. For example, Dowling, Gestdottier, Ander-
son, von Eye, Almerigi, et al. (2003) and Dowling, Gestdottier, Anderson,
von Eye, & Lerner (2003) employed other data sets in the Search Institute
archives and identified different dimensions of thriving (see, also, King et al.,
2005). For instance, some of the dimensions of thriving identified by
Dowling, Gestoditier, Anderson, von Eye, & Lerner (2003) included Pres-
ence of a Moral Compass, Path to a Hopeful Future, and Search for a Positive
Identity. Moreover, expectations for youth behavior may change with age.
For example, expectations for a middle school youths’ prosocial behavior
(currently operationalized as frequency of time spent helping others) may be
operationalized quite differently than that of an older adolescent who has
more autonomy to make choices and commit to a project or service in the
community. In addition, the motivation to engage in such behaviors may dif-
fer for different age children. For example, high school youth may engage in
activities to build their resumes for college and not for altruistic reasons. This
variation in motivation or developmental appropriateness of activities might
account for the different factor structure of the asset items observed for the
high school students.

Furthermore, all measures in the present data set are self-report and, as
such, reflect individual level assessment of perceived conditions within the
multitiered developmental system. There is no triangulation of measurement
of external-setting conditions or behaviors of youth from other reporters such
as parents, teachers, or youth program leaders. Similarly, youth report on sin-
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gle behaviors within thriving domains. For example, leadership is measured
by the number of times a youth has held a leadership position in a group or
organization. However, leadership can be demonstrated in many ways; for
example, a youth can be a leader in the classroom by listening and accepting
other’s opinions or by being a member of a team who demonstrates good val-
ues and is a role model for other players about how to interact with more
junior members (see Damon, 1997).

Despite some limitations of measurement, the current results suggest
future directions for research to continue to explicate the regulatory relation-
ship that exists between individual and context that promotes positive devel-
opment. In particular, work needs to be done to differentiate individual
assets, as a setting condition for positive youth development, from measure-
ment of individual thriving behaviors. An individual who is thriving will be
giving back to self and developing new competencies and behaviors. In addi-
tion, care must be taken to understand the interactions and, indeed, the fusion
that exist between individual and ecological assets. Youth who are adaptively
functioning across time with their environments are youth who will be
engaged and contributing to self, family, community, and civil society, thus
making it difficult to unearth pure individual or ecological assets. In fact, the
two cross-specified factors identified in the present research attest to this dif-
ficulty. Objectively measuring the resources present in the multiple contex-
tual niches of individuals could add a significant dimension to the work,
enabling better understanding of how actual setting conditions contribute to
an individual’s connection to his or her environment and ultimate positive
development (Theokas & Lerner, 2005).

Second, the preliminary analyses conducted to explicate the factor struc-
ture of the asset items in the PSL-AB highlighted the possible developmental
significance of certain items and scales and as well as the emergence of dif-
ferent constructs related to the age of the survey respondents. Future research
should continue to examine how youth of different ages think of, and are able
to differentiate, assets within themselves or the environment. Increasing cog-
nitive abilities and changing social experiences might result in a reorganiza-
tion of perceived assets or, indeed, a greater fusion of constructs. The
research might also explicate the sex differences noted in the current sample.
Finally, longitudinal analyses are needed to determine the rate of change and
growth of functional adaptive behaviors in individuals and among individu-
als to understand thriving as a process of mutually beneficial individual ↔
context relations (Lerner, 2004), one that may culminate in young people
becoming actively engaged citizens contributing effectively to civil society.
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NOTES

1. Given that the majority of the sample is European American and also the large sample
sizes used for the analyses would identify significant differences, despite psychologically mean-
ingless effect sizes, race or ethnicity is not examined specifically in any of the subsequent analy-
ses. Future analyses will be conducted to determine if the present results can generalize to all
cultural groups.

2. Students reported mother’s educational attainment ranging from 1 (completed grade
school or less) through 6 (graduate or professional school after college; mean = 4.5; SD = 1.5).
Past research has used this indicator as a proxy for socioeconomic level (Glasgow, Dornbusch,
Troyer, Steinberg, & Ritter, 1997).
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