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Abstract  

This article focuses on the interplay of research and practice (researchpractice integration) in 

advancing international efforts to understand and enhance positive youth development (PYD). We discuss 

3 facets of PYD research and application that have cross-cutting relevance to theory, to the use of theory 

for designing principles of PYD programs, and to evaluating whether specific instances of youth 

development programs have features that promote PYD. Using dynamic, relational developmental-

systems-based concepts, we discuss the process of development involved in PYD, the use of the 

specificity principle to frame research and practice and, as a sample case illustrating how PYD research 

and practice can be advanced through the use of the specificity principle, we focus on one facet of PYD, 

that is, positive character, or character virtues. We point to important future directions for further 

illuminating the specificity of PYD process through assessing the developmental neurobiology of PYD, and 

we emphasize the important contributions that PYD research and practice integration can make 

worldwide to enhancing youth contributions to equity, social justice, and democracy. 

 

Key words: positive youth development, relational developmental systems, character virtues 

development, specificity principle, youth development programs 

 

The Positive Youth Development (PYD) perspective has taken firm hold in the mind and 

imagination of developmental science, both in the United States and internationally (e.g., 
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Alvarado et al, 2017; Cabrera & Leyendecker, 2017; Koller et al., 2019; Leman et al., 2017; 

Lerner et al., 2021; Petersen et al., 2017; Silbereisen & Lerner, 2007). As Hamilton (1999) 

explained, beginning in the 1990s, the use of the concept of PYD and the research associated 

with the concept evolved into three distinguishable but integrated areas: PYD as a theory of 

youth development, as a set of design principles for programs or practices aimed at promoting 

PYD, and as instances of such PYD-promoting programs or practices. A review chapter on PYD 

appearing in the seventh edition of the Handbook of Child Psychology and Developmental 

Science (Lerner et al., 2015) was framed by this tripartite conceptualization of PYD and, in a 

review of PYD research and application in the decade ending in 2020 (Lerner et al., 2021), 

Hamilton’s (1999) tripartite conception was also used to frame the PYD field both in the United 

States and internationally.  

 

The purpose of the present article is not to reiterate the information in these reviews but, 

instead, to focus on three facets of PYD research and application that have cross-cutting 

relevance to theory, to the use of theory for design principles of PYD programs, and to assuring 

(e.g., evaluating) whether specific instances of youth development programs have features that 

are known to promote PYD. Here, we focus on the process of development involved in PYD 

because deeper understanding of this process is required for devising useful models for the 

development of positive features of youth development, for designing programs promoting such 

development, and for evaluating that these design principles are part of any specific PYD 

program.  

 

This focus on process leads to a second emphasis in this article: the specificity principle (SP) 

(Bornstein, 2017, 2019b; Bornstein & Suwalsky, 2021). We discuss how all extant models of the 

PYD process are linked to ideas associated with dynamic, relational developmental systems 

(RDS) metatheory1 (Overton, 2015). The key idea promoted by this metatheory is that mutually 

influential relations between a specific individual and the specific features of the individual’s 

context constitute the fundamental process of human development. These relations are typically 

represented in the developmental science literature as individualcontext relations and, in 

RDS-based models, may also be represented as individualcontext coactions (Lerner, 2018b). 

Because these relations vary across each individual in regard to when in time they occur and in 

what specific context they occur, each individual’s developmental process will have elements of 

 
1 A metatheory is a “theory of theories.” It is a set of ideas that provide a guide to how specific theories (such as theories of PYD) 

should be constructed. It specifies the ideas that are essential to include in a theory. 
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individual distinctiveness; there will be a person-specific, or idiographic, component to each 

person’s life-span development. We elaborate on this idea in this article—an idea that is 

captured by the specificity principle (e.g., Bornstein, 2017, 2019b)—and we discuss the 

important role of this idea in understanding how mutually influential and mutually beneficial 

individualcontext coactions provide the basis of each young person’s specific PYD pathway 

(see too Rose, 2016).  

 

An important implication of the convergence between an RDS metatheory-based conception of 

process and the SP is that all facets of all individuals—physical/physiological, cognitive, 

affective, behavioral, and social—develop in accord with the specificity of the 

individualcontext relational developmental process (Bornstein, 2019b, Lerner & Bornstein, 

2021). However, we note that most research in youth development does not reflect attention to 

the specificity of the developmental process (e.g., see Bornstein, 2019a; Lerner, 2018b), 

despite appeals for such a focus by leaders of theory, research, and practice in the youth 

development field (Arnold & Gagnon, 2020). A lack of adequate attention to the specificity of 

the developmental process leads to the third focus of this article: the development of positive 

(i.e., moral and prosocial; Berkowitz, 2012; Nucci, 2017) instantiations of character, an attribute 

of PYD that we label in this article character virtue development. Using character virtue 

development as a sample case, we will illustrate how the SP creates a frame for research 

practice integration that enhances international scholarship and application pertinent to PYD. 

 

There are many RDS-based models of PYD (see Lerner et al., 2015 and Lerner et al., 2021 for 

reviews). Several of these models include a focus on such virtues in general and/or on specific 

character virtues as fundamental components of PYD (e.g., Benson, 2008; Damon, 2008; King 

et al., 2011; Lerner, 2018b; Lerner at al., 2015). Based on theory and on world events current 

at this writing that pertain to the importance of promoting a link between youth character virtue 

development and youth contributions to social justice and to the institutions of civil society and 

democracy, we note that, in the international study of PYD, interest in the development of 

character virtues is a burgeoning focus among researchers and practitioners (e.g., Banati, 2021; 

Lerner et al., 2019; Petersen et al., 2017; Tirrell, Gansert, et al., 2019; Tirrell, Geldhof, et al., 

2019; Tirrell et al., 2020, 2021) as well as among governmental and non-governmental 

agencies and funders (e.g., the U.S. Agency for International Development2 [USAID], the 

 
2 www.youthpower.org/positive-youth-development-pyd-framework ; https://www.usaid.gov/faith-and-opportunity-initiatives/2020-

evidence-summit-strategic-religious-engagement 
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Templeton World Charity Foundation, and the International Youth Foundation). Accordingly, we 

focus on the development of character virtues as a sample case of how an RDS-based 

conception of process and of specificity can enhance a vital, but as yet incompletely realized, 

way in which the mutually-beneficial individualcontext coactions involved in PYD can be 

enhanced around the globe.  

 

We close this article with a discussion of important future directions for the illumination of the 

specificity of PYD process (regarding the developmental neurobiology of PYD and, more 

specifically, of character virtues) and of the importance of researchpractice integration in 

promoting equity, social justice, and democracy by enhancing PYD through youth programs. 

 

Relational Developmental Systems and the Developmental Process  

The goals of developmental science are to describe, explain, predict, and optimize individual 

development across the life span (Lerner, 2018a). An assumption of developmental science is 

that researchers and practitioners share the goal of enabling all youth to thrive. This goal is a 

mandate of a future international PYD movement. How is the goal to be realized or, more 

modestly, be increasingly better approached across time and place (Bornstein, 2019a; Parke & 

Elder, 2019)? Is it even possible to promote positive development in every youth, no matter the 

specifics of their birth or early life experiences? To address these questions, we use RDS 

metatheory (Overton, 2015) to discuss the process of development involved in PYD. We then 

focus on Bornstein’s (2017, 2019b) SP to explain how this principle is used in theory-based 

research and applications to advance the knowledge base needed to address these questions.  

 

RDS metatheory emphasizes that models of human development should focus on integrated, 

holistic, and systematically and mutually influential (i.e., dynamic) relations across all 

organizational levels in the ecology of human development. These coacting levels include the 

biological, cognitive, emotional, and behavioral attributes of the person; social relationships; 

community and cultural institutions; and the physical ecology. Variables from all of these levels 

change interdependently across time and history (Molenaar, 2007; Overton, 2015).  

 

These coactions shape the specific features of development of every individual, and the 

person’s role in these coactions means that self-construction and agency are part of any RDS-

based theory of development. In addition, these coactions mean that each person’s behavior 

and development integrate specific mutually influential relations between the specific individual 

http://jyd.pitt.edu/
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and the individual’s specific biological, psychological, social/cultural, and physical contexts. As 

we have already noted, these relations may be represented as individualcontext coactions. 

 

Individualcontext coaction means that a person is always and inextricably a physical, 

psychological/behavioral, and sociocultural entity (Overton, 2015; Raeff, 2016), and the 

specifics of the times and places of coactions for each person create person-specific 

(idiographic) facets of each person’s life course (Elder et al., 2015; Parke & Elder, 2019). In 

other words, within models of development framed by RDS metatheory, the process of 

development for every individual is always a specific, mutually-influential relation between the 

specific instances of a person’s biological, psychological, and social attributes as they coact 

across time with the changing, specific attributes of the person’s cultural world and physical 

ecology (Lerner, 2018a). The SP explains why such person-specific coactions must constitute 

the starting point for thinking about the specific process of development involved in PYD.  

 

The Specificity Principle and the PYD Process 

Whereas all development involves mutually influential coactions between a specific person and 

a specific context, PYD will occur only when these mutually-influential coactions are mutually 

beneficial (Brandtstädter, 1998; Lerner, 2018a; Lerner et al., 2015). Mutually-beneficial 

coactions in PYD involve a thriving young person contributing positively to the maintenance and 

perpetuation of a sociocultural and physical ecology that supports healthy, socially just, and 

equitable development of the person (Lerner, 2004). As we discuss, the concern with promoting 

among youth both their attributes of individual health and positive functioning (e.g., positive 

purpose, competence in life tasks, or confidence) and their commitment and actions directed to 

using these attributes to “do the right thing,” to contribute positively to others and to the social 

good, is a key reason for increasing international interest in the PYD attribute of character 

virtues (see too Clement & Bollinger, 2017; Seider et al., 2017; Templeton, 1998, 2012).   

 

Understanding and enhancing such mutually beneficial relations may occur when researchers 

and practitioners collaborate in aligning specific strengths of youth (e.g., intentional self-

regulations, executive functioning, or spirituality) with contextual resources needed for them to 

thrive (e.g., mentoring, life-skill development, opportunities for engagement with and 

leadership of valued community activities, and attributes of positive character, i.e., moral 

virtues such as generosity, empathy, humility, and commitments to truth, honesty, and justice; 

Berkowitz, 2012; Nucci, 2001; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Such specific alignment is needed 

http://jyd.pitt.edu/
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for a young person to thrive as an individual and to contribute positively to civil society and to 

the institutions of democracy (Lerner, 2004).  

 

The SP is the key to understanding and enhancing this mutually-beneficial individualcontext 

alignment for specific youth living at specific times and in specific places. Bornstein (2017, p. 5) 

noted: 

In life-span human development, some characteristics and experiences have 

broad implications. Where one is born, how much education one accrues, one’s 

gender, as examples, doubtless have pervasive consequences over the life 

course. Even so, as life proceeds, advantages and disadvantages cumulate to 

heterogeneity—so much so that variability and therefore specificity are 

inevitable. That is, the life-span development of specific characteristics in specific 

individuals is affected by specific experiences in specific ways at specific times—

this is the specificity principle. . . . The specificity principle advances a theory 

that is particularistic in nature. 

 

In short, consistent within the holistic and integrated character of the developmental system, 

the SP emphasizes that specific contextual conditions of specific people occurring at specific 

times moderate specific domains of development through specific individualcontext coactions. 

The SP is core to all models of PYD (e.g., see Arnold & Gagnon, 2020; Lerner et al., 2021). 

Effective youth development programs should be guided by several key questions derived from 

the SP:  

• What about the program works? When practitioners understand the specific active 

components of programs, they are better able to replicate and scale programs. 

• How does the program work? Being specific about the processes of individualcontext 

coactions helps practitioners increase the impact of programs and helps assure that the 

benefits of programs will be sustained when those programs are used in other contexts. 

• For whom does the program work, and for whom does it not work? When practitioners 

know more about which specific youth are positively impacted, and which specific youth 

are not so impacted by specific PYD program components, they can scale what works 

for the former group of youth and implement changes  for the latter group. 

• Where does the program work? If practitioners can specify and understand the relevant 

program features that promote PYD for specific youth, they will be better able to make 

adjustments to programs that will also work in different settings. 
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The use of the SP in youth development programs is burgeoning both in the United States (e.g., 

Arnold & Gagnon, 2020; Bornstein & Suwalsky, 2021; Cantor et al., 2021; Geldhof et al., 2021) 

and internationally (e.g., Bornstein, 2017, 2019a; Cote & Bornstein, 2021; Esposito et al., 

2021), including programs pertinent to PYD. For example, Yang and McGinley (2021) found 

that, among both Taiwanese and U.S. youth, development of the Five Cs of PYD involved in the 

Lerner and Lerner model of PYD (i.e., the Cs of competence, confidence, connection, caring, 

and character; Lerner, 2018a; Lerner et al., 2015) was associated with alignment between 

specific individuals and their specific rearing or cultural contexts.  

 

In turn, among youth in El Salvador, Tirrell, Gansert, et al. (2019) used the SP to understand 

when, where, and in what ways specific enactments of a program designed to promote PYD 

and related constructs facilitated youth thriving more than occurred among a matched 

comparison group of youth. Tirrell, Gansert, et al. noted that the Bornstein (2017) SP could be 

used to frame within-group assessments regarding which specific youth prosper in what specific 

ways in which specific programs; this framing was used in data analysis from 888 Salvadoran 

youth (50% female), aged 9 to 15 years, participating in the Compassion International (CI) 

Study of PYD (Lerner et al., 2019). The researchers compared CI-supported youth with non-CI-

supported youth on nine variables: The Five Cs of PYD (noted earlier) and four constructs 

theoretically expected to predict PYD, that is, intentional self-regulation, hopeful future 

expectations, and two indices of spirituality (Lerner et al, 2015). Practitioners selected 20 

program sites across El Salvador that were judged to enact exemplary instantiations of CI 

programs aimed at promoting PYD. Whereas tests of group averages indicated no overall 

meaningful differences between CI youth and non-CI youth across all 20 program sites, 

disaggregated results from the 20 program sites presented quite a different story about CI 

program effectiveness: Tirrell, Gansert, et al. (2019) found that two sites showed no group 

differences, seven sites showed better CI-supported youth performance, three sites showed 

better non-CI-supported youth performance, and eight sites showed a mixed pattern. The 

diversity of program effectiveness enabled CI practitioners to interrogate specific individual and 

contextual conditions across sites that produced in specific cases specific instances of positive 

program effects. These facets of program effectiveness would have been masked had the SP 

not been used to frame this assessment.  

 

In a follow-up assessment of CI program effects involving the above-noted indicators of 

thriving, Tirrell et al. (2021) longitudinally assessed 1,205 youth (mean age = 13.03 years; 

49.8% female; 67.1% urban), 51% of whom were enrolled in CI-supported programs. Again, 

http://jyd.pitt.edu/
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using the SP as a frame for analysis of program impacts, Tirrell et al. (2021) found evidence 

that reflected specificity of relations among place (program sites), time (differences across 

waves of longitudinal assessment,) and variables reflecting or associated with PYD. 

Computations were made across several instances of specificity, including urban—rural location, 

gender, and CI-enrollment status. This approach enabled Tirrell and colleagues to identify 

program impacts that were robust across instances of specificity (and so enabling CI 

practitioners to understand instances of commonality or generalizability across program sites 

and across CI versus non-CI youth) and impacts unique to specific program sites or to specific 

groups of youth.  

 

For instance, the researchers found commonality across gender in all analyses, but some rural-

urban differences existed in intentional self-regulation (which was stronger in urban youth), and 

some differences between CI and non-CI youth existed at specific times of testing. Tirrell et al. 

(2021) found that no association between hopeful future expectations and intentional self-

regulation existed among CI or non-CI youth at the time of initial assessment. However, at 

subsequent testing, this relation—which is expected to exist in programs effective in promoting 

PYD (e.g., Callina et al., 2014; Schmid et al., 2011)—was significant for CI youth but once again 

was absent among non-CI youth. In essence, then, the SP proved to be a means to explore 

where, when, and for which variables a PYD program had either no effect, effects that did not 

differentiate between program participants versus non-participants, or effects that differentiated 

participants from non-participants.  

 

Therefore, the SP enables practitioners to identify if, when, and how their specific program 

practices/actions are associated with specific meaningful and important impacts on PYD or on 

theoretically associated constructs. Moreover, as illustrated in the findings of Tirrell et al. (2021) 

and other international research (e.g., Cote & Bornstein, 2021), use of the SP can enable 

practitioners and program evaluators to identify developmental processes and/or facets of 

program practices that are common or generalizable across participants, program sites, and 

time and, as well, facets that are specific to individuals, sites, and program duration. 

 

These uses of the SP have increasingly become foci of international efforts to understand both 

PYD in general and, as well, the role of other constructs in contributing to the development of 

PYD (such as hope for the future, intentional self-regulation, or spirituality) (e.g., Lerner, 

2018b). We have noted that the study of one of the Cs included in many RDS-based models of 

PYD—character virtues—has become an increasing international topic of interest in programs 

http://jyd.pitt.edu/
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and policies seeking to promote both youth thriving and the positive contributions of youth to 

civil society and democracy. We applaud this interest, and we use it as a sample case of how 

RDS-based models of development and, in particular, the SP can be used to improve 

researchpractice integration in an area of PYD vital to healthy youth development and to 

vibrant and stable institutions of civil society and democracy. 

 

The Development and Enhancement of Character Virtues 

Perhaps illustrated by the sentiment of former U.S. President, Theodore Roosevelt, to educate a 

person in mind and not in morals is to educate a menace to society, the growing interest in 

character virtue development around the world is predicated on the belief of parents, 

community leaders, and youth-development practitioners and researchers that enhancing the 

character component of PYD will benefit both individuals and civil society (Lerner 2018b; Seider 

et al., 2017). Of course, this belief that character development and moral beliefs and actions 

are linked is not new. Scholars have been interested in exploring whether the character virtues 

presented in Aristotle’s (1999) Nicomachean Ethics (written in about 350 B.C.) are constituent 

attributes of thriving youth (e.g., Nucci, 2017). In addition, researchers have assessed how 

character fosters positive civic engagement and positive and valued contributions to 

communities and to the institutions of civil society (Berkowitz, 2012).  

 

The emphasis on character virtues as involving mutually beneficial relations between  

individuals and their community context has also been a key basis for the growing interest in 

studying character development within central settings for youth development, such as families, 

schools, and organized, out-of-school-time (OST) activities (Vandell et al., 2015). In the United 

States, the promotion of character virtues is part of the social and emotional learning (SEL) 

framework exemplified by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 

(CASEL) model (e.g., involving responsible decision making; see Durlak et al., 2011). The 

interest in character virtues is shared as well by practitioners working in out-of-school-time 

settings; the majority of school-age youth in the United States and Canada (e.g., Holt, 2015) as 

well as millions of youth globally participate in organized, out-of-school-time activities (e.g., 

sports, faith-based initiatives, or national and international programs such as 4-H or Scouting) 

(Lerner et al., 2018; USAID, 2013). Considerable evidence exists of the positive impact of 

organized, OST activities on character virtues and on character virtues-related attributes (e.g., 

positive purpose; kindness; generosity, or contribution to others; diligence, perseverance, or 

grit; and honesty, integrity, or fairness) and on several academic, social–emotional, behavioral, 

http://jyd.pitt.edu/
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non-cognitive, and physical indicators of positive development that may be either moderators or 

covariates of character virtue development (Vandell et al., 2015). 

 

These findings about the links between youth programs in the United States and internationally 

regarding character virtue development reflect commonalities in the ways in which practices 

such as mentoring, skill building, and opportunities for valued roles in family, school, and 

community settings (Lerner, 2004) may positively affect the development of the character 

virtue attributes of PYD. Yet, there is evidence that the use of the SP may also help 

practitioners understand the ways in which their actions need to align with the attributes of 

specific youth, in specific contexts, and at specific times in development. Examples of this SP 

use are studies around the world assessing the usefulness of the Lerner and Lerner RDS-based 

model of PYD (Lerner, 2018a, 2018b; Lerner et al., 2015).  

 

For instance, Holsen et al. (2017) found that the way in which the Five Cs were interrelated 

among Norwegian youth (ages 16 to 19) did not correspond to interrelations existing among 

U.S. youth who were participants in the 4-H Study of PYD (Lerner et al., 2015). Norwegian 

youth appeared to distinguish between the Five Cs more strongly than U.S. youth. This finding 

suggests that, in specific national or cultural settings, a specific program aimed at promoting 

overall PYD may need to more precisely target specific Cs in specific ways in order to promote 

overall thriving. This implication—for the need to think about country-specific approaches to 

PYD programming—is underscored in the contrast of findings of Holsen et al. and Gestsdóttir et 

al. (2017). In comparing the usefulness of a measure of the Five Cs among U.S. youth and a 

sample of over 500 Icelandic adolescents, Gestsdóttir and colleagues found commonality across 

the two groups. In turn, a study of the Five Cs among Lithuanian youth (Erentaitė & Raižienė, 

2015) found both commonality and specificity in comparisons with U.S. youth. Specifically, the 

C of Caring seemed to have different relations with anxiety than was the case for the other Cs. 

 

These findings again point to the utility of the SP in studies assessing commonalities and 

specificities in the PYD process and in the links between PYD and related constructs. Therefore, 

in explicit attempts to enact programs that promote positive contributions to civil society and 

democracy through attempts to enhance the “C” of character virtues, a key recommendation 

would be for practitioners and program evaluators to understand how character virtues function 

in their specific community and cultural setting. Will a program aimed at all attributes of PYD 

suffice to promote positive civic engagement and contributions or are specific program actions, 

ones directed explicitly to character virtues-promotion, called for (Berkowitz, 2021; Berkowitz et 

http://jyd.pitt.edu/
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al, 2017)? Other evidence indicates that the international community is concerned with precisely 

this SP-based question. 

 

For example, UNICEF (2018) suggested that program evaluations be aimed at identifying both 

commonality and specificity of programs aimed at meeting one or more of United Nations 

(2015) Sustainable Developmental Goals (SDG): 

The overarching SDG principle of leaving no one behind raises the stakes: It is 

no longer enough to monitor progress by global aggregates or national averages 

alone. Results need to be disaggregated to monitor progress . . . averages mask 

geographical disparities in coverage and progress. (p. 16) 

 

Accordingly, if promoting character virtue development is critical for sustaining youth 

commitment to, and actions promotive of institutions of, civil society and democracy, as we 

believe it is, effective youth development programs pertinent to character virtue development 

should be guided by several key questions derived from the SP: 

• How should influences on development of PYD and actual (ecologically valid) contexts 

(programs, families, peer group relationships) be measured?  

• How should observations be designed to identify crucial relations that occur across time 

between a youth and the context that promotes PYD?  

• What are the appropriate data analytic methods needed to ascertain if changes in 

positive functioning have developed and if such changes are associated with changes in 

the contexts of youth?  

Such program evaluation reflects the vision that Banati (2021) presented for conducting 

research and evaluation that promotes sustainable PYD in diverse contexts, but in her view 

most importantly in the specific families and communities of youth. As Banati explained, “At its 

heart, sustainable development is about families and communities living in peace and 

prosperity, their children growing up safe and healthy, and transitioning to productive 

adulthood” (p. 1). This vision is richly illuminated by developmental research that demonstrates 

that each child—across all instances of his or her specific individuality—will thrive when that 

child is embedded in families, programs, communities, and a broader ecology of human 

development, that are marked by safety, resources needed for physical and mental health, and 

economic well-being, all equitably distributed and accessible to diverse youth and their families 

within a nation (Banati, 2021). Each youth then may enjoy a pathway to an adulthood involving 

positive contributions to self, family, community, and civil society, enhancing the link between 
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character virtue development and positive civic engagement and civic contributions in support 

of civil society and democracy.  

 

The importance of developing this link equitably and justly for global youth is not just a matter 

of improving youth development program practices. As evidenced by events ongoing at this 

writing, it is a matter of the survival of democracy and social justice in our world and of the 

continued existence of a habitable planet on which to live. Events in the United States and 

internationally that have unfolded and that continue to unfold constitute existential threats to 

the positive development of all youth around the world. These threats include the challenges of 

systemic racism, the COVID-19 pandemic, economic and health inequities and disparities, and 

the scientific reality of devasting global climate change (e.g., Arnold & Gagnon, 2020; 

Bornstein, 2021; Ettekal & Agans, 2020; Outley & Blyth, 2020). 

 

Accordingly, a case can be made that the most essential focus of youth development practice in 

the future is to create an inviolate connection between the process of character virtue and 

positive civic engagement and contributions to democracy, no matter the specificity of the steps 

needed to be taken in different national settings to actualize this connection. Still unaddressed 

issues of researchpractice integration will need to be examined as developmental scientists 

and youth development program practitioners move together to sustain this superordinate 

global goal. We note some of these challenges in our concluding comments. 

 

Conclusions and Future Directions 

Like the laws of physics and geometry, a universality can be found in processes of human 

development. No matter the nation, the community, the eras within which individuals are 

studied, or the periods within the life span that are assessed, the fundamental process of 

human development involves mutually influential individualcontext coactions. Another 

universal attribute of human development is specificity (Bornstein, 2017, 2019a, 2019b). 

Simply, the process that is universal, that is common to all humanity, is the same process that 

instantiates and enhances specific pathways across life (Rose, 2016).  

 

Specificity is also a defining feature of the PYD process, wherein the individualcontext 

coactions of the moment are mutually beneficial to individual and context—and where specific 

facets of PYD, and we believe in particular character virtues, provide the link that maximizes 

mutual benefits between a specific individual and a specific social group, community, or nation. 
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When seen through the RDS lens of the PYD developmental process, and the individual and 

contextual coactions that create specificity, researchers, practitioners, and program evaluators 

have a means to understand what specific attributes of what specific youth need to be aligned 

with what specific features of the context to produce specific outcomes of benefit to these 

coactions. As documented in the international PYD research that we have discussed (e.g., Cote 

& Bornstein, 2021; Tirrell, Gansert, et al., 2019; Tirrell et al., 2021), this approach to the SP 

enables practitioners and program evaluators to learn what is common across individuals, place, 

and time as well as what is specific in regard to these dimensions.  

 

However, the great promise for enhancing PYD around the world that may be found through 

the coupling of the RDS-approach to the PYD process and the SP—a potential that we have 

illustrated in the sample case of the PYD attribute of character virtues—is still incompletely 

actualized. RDS-based models of PYD point to the integration of variables from all levels of 

organization ranging from the biological to the cultural, physical ecological, and historical. To 

document more thoroughly what is common and what is specific across people, time, and place, 

all these levels of organization require much more interrogation by the international community 

of researchers and practitioners involved in understanding and enhancing PYD for the diverse 

young people of the world.  

 

Among these levels of organization, the biological remains relatively understudied, despite 

recent research reviewed by Telzer et al. (in press) about implications for PYD of 

neurobiological development in adolescence. At the same time, this level of organization 

constitutes the one in which great advances in genetics, epigenetics, and neuroscience continue 

to excite both researchers and practitioners (e.g., Immordino-Yang et al., 2019; Slavich, 2020; 

Slavich & Cole, 2013). Indeed, given our emphasis on the potential timely significance of 

enhancing character virtue development and its links to youth support of civil society and to the 

institutions of democracy, progress of neuroscience research that has implications for character 

virtue development may become a particularly important focus of future SP-based research and 

application.  

 

For example, research identifies specific brain areas that are active when specific instances of 

altruism are being enacted (Baumgartner et al., 2012), when specific feelings of compassion are 

experienced (Engen & Singer, 2015), when gratitude is reported (Karns et al., 2017), and when 

empathy is felt (Banissy et al., 2012). These and other potential connections between 

neurobiological development and the development of both character virtues and other facets of 
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PYD may be more deeply explored by advances in neuroimaging techniques that allow 

longitudinal tracking of developmental changes in structural and functional brain organization 

(Casey et al., 2005; Yurgelun-Todd, 2007). 

 

A greater exploration of brain-behavior coactions in development, if coupled with further 

interrogation of coactions across other levels of organization in the holistic, dynamic relational 

developmental system will provide new and potentially powerful resources for practitioners 

who—capitalizing on the specificity of these multi-level coactions—will be able to better 

understand how “nature is nurtured” (Immordino-Yang et al., 2019) by the design and delivery 

of specific features of their specific PYD programs.  

 

We believe, then, that important opportunities exist alongside daunting challenges to use RDS-

based models of the PYD process and the SP to enhance PYD programs around the world. 

Dynamic and specificity-attuned PYD programs can better guide and perhaps also better assure 

success, for evidence-based governmental and philanthropic investments aimed at enhancing 

the lives of specific youth and communities around the world. Broad international interest in 

PYD and in PYD programs has spurred the need to address global disparities in the availability 

of human and financial capital for enacting youth programs aimed at promoting thriving in 

general and, more particularly, at fostering the development of individualcontext coactions 

that enhance the propensity of the world’s young people to both thrive and to be moral and 

ethical contributors to equitable, socially just, and democratic institutions.  

 

Using the specific approach to researcherpractitioner relations that are envisioned within a 

youth development field framed by RDS-based developmental concepts and, most notably, by 

the SP may be an impetus to focus attention and human and financial capital in a global effort 

to promote thriving youth and thriving communities. Such an approach to the 

internationalization of PYD need not be a fantasy. It is an achievable possibility, given a 

commitment to good science, informed practice, and possessing and acting on the will and the 

leadership needed worldwide to protect, defend, and enhance equity, social justice, and      

democracy.  
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