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Abstract   

This introduction sets forth forth the thinking that guided the journal’s special issue on youth health and 

well-being. Three main points provide the foundation: (a) that youth development is predicated on a 

strengths-based approach, (b) that an ecological approach to youth health is essential for real and lasting 

change, and (c) that the larger intent of youth development is encompassed in increasing youth well-

being, of which youth health is a key component. The guest editors provide an overview of the articles 

included in the special issue. The articles highlight different settings, describe the processes involved in 

developing programs, and address organizations’ efforts to enhance youth health and well-being. The 

reader will also find resources and models that are suitable for use across youth development settings. 
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Introduction 

The positive youth development approach examines child and adolescent development from a 

strengths-based, rather than a deficit-based, lens (Pittman, Irby, Tolman, Yohalem, & Ferber, 

2003). This strength-based focus begins with the premise that all youth have strengths and 

assets upon which organizations can capitalize and enhance through supports, opportunities, 

programs, and services that promote positive development (Caldwell & Witt, 2018). High quality 

youth development programs include three key elements: fostering positive youth–adult 

relationships, providing skill-building opportunities, and engaging participants in meaningful 
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roles and leadership opportunities (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2016). Furthermore, this approach 

recognizes that youth development takes place across the ecological spectrum, as the 

individual, family, organizational, and societal contexts in which young people live are at work 

individually and collectively to promote, or hinder, healthy development (Blum, Bastos, Kabiru, 

& Le, 2012; Park, 2004; Raphael, 2013). A youth development approach is highly adaptable, 

because as Moore (2017) notes, “it is not a particular program or curriculum but a set of 

practices designed to achieve one or more positive outcomes” (p. 1175). 

 

Across the field of youth development, programs have focused heavily on improving youth 

health through the adoption of healthy lifestyle practices (Agans, Champine, Johnson, Erickson, 

& Yalin, 2015). From nutrition, physical activity, safety, substance use, and mental health, the 

goal has been to increase knowledge, skills, aspirations, and positive attitudes in order to 

encourage youth to adopt healthful practices that promote lifelong health. This focus is 

important because healthful practices adopted by youth play a critical role in the prevention of 

chronic diseases in adulthood (Raphael, 2013; Sawyer et al., 2012). To achieve a real and 

lasting impact on youth health, however, the focus cannot be on the individual alone. It is 

incumbent on youth development professionals to also consider the variety of forces at work at 

all levels of the social ecology (Merzel & D’Affilitti, 2003), and to give particular emphasis to 

translating research into organizational policies and practices to promote youth health.  

 

As emphasized in the World Health Organization’s (2002) definition, health is so much more 

than one’s physical health and the absence of disease. Similarly, the youth development 

approach acknowledges that “problem free is not fully prepared” (Pittman et al., 2003, p. 6), 

and youth are not simply passive program participants, they are active agents in shaping their 

own development (Lounsbury & Mitchell, 2009). From the outset of planning this special issue 

on youth health and well-being, our intent was to highlight a broad array of topics as well as 

the connections between health and the greater overall goal of developing youth to be 

competent, confident, caring, connected, and contributing citizens. We wanted to emphasize a 

holistic approach to the development of a healthy, happy young person who enjoys life, feels 

hope and optimism about the future, and possesses the supports and skills necessary to 

navigate the journey to adulthood successfully (Caldwell & Witt, 2018).  

 

Research shows that well-being is connected to one’s sense of satisfaction with life (Park, 2004) 

and life satisfaction is positively correlated with physical health and the healthy behaviors that 

promote it (Grant, Wardle, & Steptoe, 2009; Proctor, Linley, & Maltby, 2009). In addition, high 

life satisfaction is negatively correlated with behaviors that jeopardize health (Zullig, Valois, 
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Huebner, Oeltmann, & Drane, 2001). Programs that promote civic participation and youth 

activism “help young people find ways to contribute to their communities, create social change, 

and promote a sense that they matter” (Ballard & Ozer, 2016, p. 231). Because they promote a 

sense of purpose, identity development, and empowerment and develop social capital and 

connections to others, these experiences are potential pathways to health and well-being. 

Therefore, the promotion of health behaviors within the context of youth development 

programs should always consider the impact of health on youth well-being, and the connection 

of well-being to life satisfaction as the pathway through which youth health is ultimately 

promoted.  

 

Equally important to focusing on well-being in youth development programs is the need to 

approach youth health from a systems-level, social ecological perspective (Golden, McLeroy, 

Green, Earp, & Lieberman, 2015; McLeroy, Bibeau, Steckler, & Glanz, 1988; Richard, Gauvin, & 

Raine, 2011; Sallis, & Owen, 2015; Stokols, 1996), which makes youth development compatible 

with a public health approach (Birkhead, Riser, Mesler, Tallon, & Klein, 2006). An ecological 

perspective is critical to understanding youth health concerns, especially when considering the 

health disparities in access to resources and services that are present across the spectrum 

(Blum et al., 2012). Youth development theory is based on the mutual interactions of a young 

person with his or her environments, which result in adaptive developmental regulations that 

promote youth development (Lerner, Dowling, & Anderson, 2003; Lerner et al., 2011). The 

multiple contexts of youth experience form the ecological web that promotes positive 

development. Youth satisfaction with family and peer relationships is connected to life 

satisfaction, a finding that holds true across cultures (Park, 2004). Additionally, participation in 

high-quality, appropriately structured out-of-school time activities is connected to youth life 

satisfaction (Proctor & Linley, 2014), and it can even provide a buffering effect for youth who 

are struggling with family relationships (Mahoney & Stattin, 2001). Furthermore, and consistent 

with best practices in youth development, the support provided by non-parental adults in these 

activities is a critical driver of supporting youth, protecting youth from poor health-related 

outcomes, and promoting positive youth development (Sieving et al., 2016). Finally, the 

important role that communities play in affecting youth health is increasingly apparent (Ballard 

& Leonard, 2016). 

 

With these perspectives in mind, we organized the articles in this special issue around the social 

ecological model. The articles highlight different settings, describe the processes involved in 

developing and evaluating programs (sometimes referred to as the “black box”; Yohalem, & 

Wilson-Ahlstrom, 2010), and address organizations’ efforts to enhance youth health and well-
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being. The reader will also find resources and models that are suitable for use across youth 

development settings.  

 

Teens as Teachers and Agents of Change 

The shift in focus to viewing youth as resources has led to an emphasis in actively involving 

them in community programs in multiple ways (Wong, Zimmerman, & Parker, 2010). Teens are 

interested in health and have ideas for taking action (Brown, Braun, & Leatherman, 2015). One 

notable model is that of engaging teens as teachers and ambassadors, an approach that has 

the dual effect of increasing the teens’ own healthy habits, while at the same time providing a 

structured, scaffolded environment for them to gain leadership and teaching skills as they serve 

as role models for younger youth (Arnold et al., 2016; Ferrari, in press). Bolshakova and her 

colleagues describe the development and use of a logic model that guided the implementation 

of a teens-as-teachers program in school gardens in California. Ross and Connors describe how 

forming an effective youth-adult partnership improved access to mental health support services 

in Worcester, Massachusetts, a model that has been sustained for more than 15 years. 

Weybright and her colleagues explore the positive outcomes achieved in a teens-as-teachers 

program focused on nutrition education and provide recommendations for effective practice 

with teen teachers. These articles have broad applicability beyond their subject matter, as they 

focus on the processes involved, rather than just the content of the programs.  

 

Parents and Families, Schools, and Out-of-School Programs  

Kumpfer and Alvarado (2003) contend that “effective parenting is the most powerful way to 

reduce adolescent problem behaviors” (p. 457). Two articles in this issue provide examples of 

programs designed to increase family functioning in support of youth health. Hurtado, Fife, 

Svetaz, and Allen describe a program to assist immigrant parents and youth as they navigate 

the complexities of multicultural parenting values and practices, with a goal of preventing 

tobacco and other substance use. Baker-Tingey, Powell, and Powell describe a program for 

parents and children to prevent domestic violence. These programs are research based and 

grounded in community needs, and in turn, they inform best practices. 

 

Out-of-school time is a key environment for promoting positive youth development in general 

(Smith, Witherspoon, & Osgood, 2017), as well as for promoting health (Beets, Webster, 

Saunders, & Huberty, 2013; Folta et al., 2015). Some state and national organizations have 

developed health-related policies, for example, regarding healthy eating and physical activity in 
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after-school programs (Beets, Tilley, Kim, & Webster, 2011). Ivy and her co-authors present 

lessons learned in an after-school program to build personal and social responsibility through a 

university–school partnership with pre-service physical education teachers. Other articles 

consider the contexts of youth sports (Hemphill, Janke, Gordon, & Farrar) and 4-H (Baker-

Tingey, Powell, & Powell; Bolshakova et al.; Peterson, Downey, & Leatherman; Taylor-Winney, 

Giordono, Lesmeister, Fenn, & Krahn; Weybright, Diaz Martinez, Varella, Deen, & Wright), the 

nation’s largest youth development program (National 4-H Council, n.d.). The importance of 

partnerships is a theme evident in many of these articles. 

 

Organizational Efforts 

Schools serve as a major source of influence during children's critical developmental years. 

Research supports the connection between student health and learning (Michael, Merlo, Basch, 

Wentzel, & Wechsler, 2015), thus schools are a logical setting to implement health programs 

and policies. In their article, Centeio and her colleagues describe the process of adopting school 

health policies as a critical step for sustaining health-related changes in schools.  

 

It is important that an organization’s practices align with its values, but that is not always the 

case (Economos et al., 2017; Franck, Donaldson, Toman, & Moody, 2014). Taylor-Winney et al. 

share the results of their assessment of the practices for the inclusion of youth with disabilities 

in one state’s 4-H program. Peterson and her colleagues provide a national review of curriculum 

used across the 4-H organization to promote health. Such studies are useful in identifying gaps 

between desired and actual states and can inform future professional development efforts. 

These articles also may prove useful as organizations continue to examine their practices and 

develop guidelines, standards, and polices that promote health.  

 

Models and Resources for Practice 

Models are useful for guiding practice, planning evaluation, and improving program quality 

(Arnold & Silliman, 2017). Hemphill et al. share a model for restorative youth sports, which 

addresses the importance of social interaction skills for youth in sport-based youth development 

programs. Novick and her colleagues share the Adolescent Health: Think Act Grow (TAG) model 

and related resources for improving youth health from the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services. Palmer and her colleagues share a program model and online tool for 

assessing youth status in obesity prevention programs in order to direct program materials and 

support to the areas of greatest need for change. 
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Included in this issue are reviews of four resources available for practitioners to use in their 

efforts to address youth health. Kingery provides an overview of the County Health Rankings 

and Roadmaps, which is based on a population health model and includes statistics (the 

ranking) and suggestions for taking action to improve the well-being of youth and communities 

(the roadmaps). Ferrari reviews YA4-H! Youth Advocates for Health, a curriculum for engaging 

youth in participatory action research designed to support youth and their adult partners in 

examining health concerns in their communities. Brody and Gunter share the Balanced Energy 

Physical Activity kit that supports fun and easy ways to increase physical activity in classrooms 

or other group settings. Wong and her colleagues share WAVE ~ Ripples for Change: Obesity 

Prevention in Active Youth, a new evidence-based curriculum for teaching sports-related 

nutrition with youth athletes. 

 

Thoughts and Reflections 

We began this introduction with three main points: that a strengths-based approach is a 

foundation for youth development programs, that an ecological approach to youth health is 

essential for real and lasting change, and that the larger intent of youth development is 

encompassed in increasing youth well-being, which is related to overall youth health. The two 

articles that bookend the issue illustrate two additional considerations for improving youth 

health and well-being: (a) encouraging professional development to improve youth workers’ 

ability to promote youth health and advocacy and (b) developing partnerships to address youth 

health at the community level, which includes addressing the health inequities that exist for 

youth across neighborhoods, communities, race, and socio-economic indicators.  

 

We solicited these two articles to highlight the movement from programs that focus on 

individual behavior change interventions to the broader ecological context that is necessary to 

sustain youth health beyond individual programming efforts. As well, there is rising interest in 

youth advocacy as a promising strategy for addressing health issues (Millstein & Sallis, 2011). 

In their thought leader article, Toomey and her colleagues from Cooperative Extension’s 

Positive Youth Development for Health team explore the role of youth workers in building their 

competency to facilitate youth health advocacy. In their closing piece, Rodgers and Vinluan 

describe a partnership with Cooperative Extension and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 

that engages youth as advocates serving on community councils that are being created to 

improve community health. Many factors will determine an organization’s readiness for 

implementing such health-related changes (Smathers et al., 2018). Simply having policies is not 
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enough; there are often barriers to their adoption and issues of accountability and compliance. 

Whether volunteers, frontline staff, or an organization’s national leaders, all will share a role in 

moving forward. 

 

As we draw our work to a close, we are grateful to the authors who worked so diligently to 

prepare the articles for this issue. We were delighted and honored to work with each one and 

deeply appreciate the generosity and patience that we received in response to the feedback and 

editing requests we made. It is our hope that this special issue will provoke additional thinking 

about how health is promoted in the context of community youth development, and that this 

issue will serve as a catalyst and resource for even more successful practice in the years to 

come. Working together, we can create a healthier future—with and for youth.  
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