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Problem behaviours, such as substance misuse and violence, 
increase during adolescence. Moreover, adolescents who engage 
in one problem behaviour are more likely to engage in others.  
These trends are concerning because problem behaviours can 
perpetuate into adulthood and lead to adverse physical, 
psychological and occupaƟonal consequences. 

PosiƟve youth development intervenƟons are thought to be 
essenƟal to the prevenƟon of problem adolescent behaviour by 
supporƟng young people in acquiring a sense of competence, 
self‐efficacy, belonging and empowerment. This may promote 
posiƟve behaviour and reduce the likelihood of risky behaviour. 

A recent systemaƟc review examined the current literature to 
evaluate the effecƟveness of posiƟve youth development 
intervenƟons in promoƟng posiƟve outcomes and reducing 
problem behaviours. 

What is a systemaƟc review? 

The purpose of a systemaƟc review is to sum up the best 
available research on a specific quesƟon. This is done by bringing 
together the results of several studies. Studies included in a 
review are screened for quality, so that the findings of a large 
number of studies can be combined. 

What is a meta‐analysis? 

A meta‐analysis is a staƟsƟcal analysis that summarizes the 
quanƟtaƟve results of several studies. The purpose of a meta‐
analysis is to develop a single conclusion that has stronger 
staƟsƟcal evidence than any single study.  

What did the researchers do? 

The researchers searched for relevant arƟcles through online 
databases, websites, registers, reference lists of previous 
reviews and fellow researchers.  

Then, they screened the Ɵtles and abstracts of the studies for 
their suitability based on the following criteria: parƟcipants age 
10‐19 years old, posiƟve youth development intervenƟons 
addressed at least one youth development goal outlined by 
Catalano et al. (2002)(e.g. bonding, resilience, self‐
determinaƟon), intervenƟons were delivered outside school 
hours, and the study employed randomized controlled trials with 
a control group for comparison. 

Why does this ma er? 

 Problem behaviour increases 
in frequency during 
adolescence 

 Young people who engage in 
one risky behaviour are more 
likely to engage in others 

 Problem behaviours can 
conƟnue into adulthood and 
lead to negaƟve consequences 
such as poor physical, mental 
and sexual health, substance 
abuse and addicƟon, poor 
educaƟonal and occupaƟonal 
achievements, and premature 
mortality 

 PosiƟve youth development 
intervenƟons are a promising 
preventaƟve technique for 
reducing risky behaviour 
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All relevant papers were retrieved in full and assessed 
against the inclusion criteria. Following this, the 
researchers extracted the data from the studies and 
conducted meta‐analyses to determine the effects of 
posiƟve youth intervenƟons on the following 
outcomes: 

 PosiƟve social behaviours: ability of a person to 
get along with others (e.g. social competence) 

 Problem behaviour: inability to adequately control 
behaviour in social situaƟons (e.g. conduct 
problems) 

 EmoƟonal distress: internalised mental health 
issues (e.g. depression) 

 Self‐percepƟons: thoughts about and percepƟons 
of self (e.g. self‐control) 

 Academic achievement: students’ success in 
meeƟng short or long goals in educaƟon (e.g. 
grades) 

 Academic adjustment (e.g. school aƩendance) 

 Sexual health outcome sexual risk behaviours and 
pregnancy rates (e.g. sexual iniƟaƟon) 

The researchers also examined how the following 
factors might influence the effect of posiƟve youth 
development intervenƟons: 

 Seƫng: community, school, mixed 

 DuraƟon: <1 year, ≥ 1 year 

 Type of intervenƟon: academic/skills training, 
community projects, mentoring, recreaƟon, mixed 

 Youth risk level: low/mixed, high 

 Age: elementary (5), middle (6‐8), high school (9‐
12) 

 PublicaƟon status: published, unpublished 

What did they learn? 

PosiƟve youth development intervenƟons moderately 
improved adolescent’s self‐percepƟon, emoƟonal 
distress and academic achievement. However, posiƟve 
youth development intervenƟons did not improve 
posiƟve social behaviour, problem behaviour, academic 
adjustment or sexual health outcomes. 

These results provide parƟal support for posiƟve youth 
development intervenƟons because they demonstrate 
that enhancing adolescent’s assets allows them to 
succeed academically, view themselves more 
posiƟvely, and manage emoƟonal difficulƟes.  

PosiƟve youth development intervenƟons were 
effecƟve regardless of seƫng, duraƟon, age, type of 
intervenƟon or publicaƟon status. Only youth risk level 
influenced the effect of posiƟve youth development 
intervenƟons. Young people deemed low‐risk were 
more likely to benefit from posiƟve youth development 
intervenƟons than high‐risk youth.  

Adolescence is a developmentally sensiƟve period that 
presents a window of opportunity in which to 
intervene and influence the trajectory of the 
individual’s behaviour. Accordingly, teachers and 
families should consider implemenƟng posiƟve youth 
development intervenƟons for their potenƟal to reduce 
risky behaviour and encourage adolescents to thrive. 
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