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ABSTRACT. Inner-city youth must overcome many environmental challenges as they strive for success. Their
outcome is influenced by the interplay of protective
forces and risk factors.
Objective. To learn directly from youth what solutions they believe would most influence their likelihood
of achieving a positive future.
Design. In-school 8th-, 9th-, and 12th-graders in north
Philadelphia generated, prioritized, and explained their
own solutions through a 4-stage hierarchical process facilitated by AmeriCorps workers. In Stage 1, 60 randomly
selected students participated in 8 focus groups to develop the study question. In Stage 2, youth in Nominal
Group Technique sessions generated and prioritized solutions. In Stage 3, a survey for each grade that included
their top prioritized ideas was distributed, and youth
rated each idea on a Likert scale (5ⴝ Definitely would
make me more likely to have a positive future to 1 ⴝ
Would definitely not. . .). One thousand twenty-two
ninth-graders (69% of in-school youth at 5 high schools)
returned usable surveys. Ninety-three percent of responders were 14 to 16 years old, 44% were male, 54%
were black, and 32% were Latino. Four hundred seventeen 8th-graders and 322 12th-graders returned usable
surveys. In Stage 4, youth in 10 focus groups added
meaning and context to the ideas.
Results. The highest rated items in all grades were
solutions that promoted education or increased job opportunities. Ninth-graders ranked helping youth get into
college first by the Marginal Homogeneity Test. The
creation of more jobs was ranked second. Third rank was
shared by more job training, keeping youth from dropping out of school, and better books for schools. The next
tier of items focused mostly on opportunities for youth to
spend their free time productively and to have interactions with adults. Many items calling for the reduction of
risk behaviors or disruptive surroundings were rated
lower. The Kruskal-Wallis test found little variation in
rating of the ideas by gender, race, or socioeconomic
status.
Conclusions. Youth believe that supportive solutions
would do more to enhance their likelihood of reaching a
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positive future than would attempts to reduce “negative”
behaviors or disruptive surroundings. This suggests that
research and policies should consider how best to augment the protective influences of education, employment, meaningful use of time, and connection to adults.
Pediatrics 2002;109:1136 –1143; adolescent, poverty, education, resiliency, focus groups, survey.
ABBREVIATION. NGT, Nominal Group Technique.

A

ll adolescents face challenges as they fulfill
their developmental task of achieving autonomy and independence. Youth living in urban areas of concentrated poverty need to overcome
all of the challenges inherent in adolescence while
navigating through the obstacles imposed by an often precarious environment.
The factors that have greatest effect on the morbidity and mortality of adolescents are behaviorally
related.1–3 It is known that there is a wide range of
risk within all cohorts of youth, with those at greatest
risk participating in multiple interrelated risk behaviors, whereas others maintain a healthy lifestyle.2
There is an increasing interest in looking at youth
that have successfully negotiated risky environments
to learn from them what protective factors may have
promoted their healthier development.4 –9 Furthermore, there is growing acknowledgment that although the absence of risk may diminish morbidity
and mortality, it cannot be the final goal. A popular
motto within the youth development field is “problem-free is not fully prepared.”10,11
As part of the planning process for a Robert Wood
Johnson Urban Health Initiative grant, the Mayor’s
Children and Families Cabinet of the City of Philadelphia considered strategies to address violence
and teen pregnancy in north Philadelphia. An advisory panel that included city officials, representatives
from the school district, and community members
concluded that although adults perceived violence
and teen pregnancy as the 2 major problems affecting
youth well-being, it was not clear that adolescents
agreed. In response, this team was charged to uncover the factors youth perceived impeded or promoted adolescent success.
The objective of this study was to learn directly
from a cohort of urban youth what factors they believed would make the most difference in influencing whether they would have a positive future. It
used a teen-centered methodology that allowed ad-
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olescents to develop, prioritize, and explain their
own ideas.12,13

you like to see happen in your community that would make things
better for teenagers and make it more likely that they would have
a positive future?” Community was defined as “the area you live
in, and all the people who live there with you.” Positive future
was defined as a future where “teenagers would grow up feeling
respected, feeling good about themselves, and capable of taking
care of themselves and their loved ones.”
In Stage 2, different adolescents participated in NGT sessions to
generate responses to the adolescent-designed study question.
NGT requires no expertise and has been used successfully in
previous teen-centered research.11,12 It allows each individual to
share his/her ideas, build on others’ ideas, and then prioritize
each item’s importance. Its highly structured process diminishes
the biases that group dynamics create in other group techniques,
assuring all members equal input into the groups’ decisions. Its
prioritization process assures the group highlights the best answers, rather than those its members find most interesting. The 98
8th-grade NGT participants in 13 groups generated 251 different
solutions that they thought would affect the likelihood of their
having a positive future, 104 9th-graders in 14 groups generated
227 solutions, and 96 12th-graders in 12 groups generated 160
solutions. Each group gave priority scores only for those solutions
generated within their own group.
To have the population generate a standard prioritization, a
survey for each grade was developed that included the ideas with
the highest mean priority scores from the grade’s NGT groups.
Because of different literacy levels between the grades, the surveys
included varying numbers of items (the 8th-grade survey included
21 items; the 9th-grade survey included 24 items; and the 12thgrade survey included 28 items). All surveys were written at
below the fifth-grade reading level in both English and Spanish.
The surveys were self-administered after the teachers read standard instructions. All surveys included items on age, gender, race,
grade, and zip code as a proxy for socioeconomic status. They also
asked each student “Do you think you will have a positive future?” and “Not including school, are you in any program or
activity run by adults?” The students then rated each affirmatively
stated item (eg, “There would be less drugs on the street”) on a
5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 ⫽ “Definitely would make me
more likely to have a positive future” to 5 ⫽ “Would definitely not
make me more likely to have a positive future.”
In the final stage, 41 8th-grade students in 4 focus groups, 24
9th-grade students in 3 groups, and 26 12th-grade students in 3
focus groups added context and meaning to the prioritized items.

METHODS
Study Population
The study population consisted of all 9th- (N ⫽ 2800) and
12th-grade (N ⫽ 995) students in 5 high schools and all 8th-grade
students (N ⫽ 905) in 4 middle schools in Philadelphia in 1997.
The eighth grade was chosen to attain the views of the region’s
oldest middle school students. The ninth grade was chosen because it is the most inclusive high school grade, including higherrisk youth likely to drop out. The senior class was included,
because its members represent some of the most successful adolescents in the community.
According to the Youth Risk Behavior Survey, Philadelphia’s
adolescents participate in risk behaviors at rates comparable with
the national mean, although they report higher than mean rates of
behaviors related to violence and sex.14 However, Youth Risk
Behavior Survey data are not available for the particular schools
that participated in this study. All are located in North Philadelphia, an area of extreme concentrated poverty. See Table 1 for a
brief profile of the participating high schools offered by Pennsylvania’s Department of Education.15 The participating middle
schools had between 89.7% and 95.7% low income students, as
defined by eligibility for free or reduced cost lunch.

Study Design
The study used a 4-stage, teen-centered methodology. The
mixed qualitative-quantitative methodology allowed adolescents
to frame the question in Stage 1 exploratory focus groups, generate ideas in Stage 2 Nominal Group Technique (NGT) sessions,16,17
prioritize their ideas in Stage 3 surveys, and describe the rationale
behind their ideas in Stage 4 explanatory focus groups. Parallel
processes occurred for each grade. The institutional review boards
of the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia and the Philadelphia
School District approved the research protocol. Student participation served as assent, and passive parental consent was obtained.
In all stages involving group techniques, the principal was
asked to select students from class rosters in a random manner.
Groups were convened until generated ideas were repetitive. Nine
AmeriCorps workers facilitated the first 3 stages. The facilitators
were a diverse group, aged 19 to 45, that included 4 males, 1 white,
1 Latino, and 7 African American individuals. They facilitated the
group processes in pairs assigned to maximize diversity of background and interpersonal style. The AmeriCorps workers also
facilitated the distribution of surveys in schools they had been
assigned as part of their service commitment. Stage 4 was facilitated by 1 of the authors (P.A.), a female African-American social
worker. All facilitators received 24 hours of training in group
dynamics and effective facilitation, including techniques to limit
imposition of their own biases. (Details on facilitating the teencentered process within the schools are available on request.)
In Stage 1, 60 students participated in 8 mixed-grade exploratory focus groups designed to develop a single NGT question
that would be capable of generating the universe of ideas needed
to fulfill the study objective. The adolescents discussed problems
in their community and considered what question and accompanying definitions would best elucidate items that either impede or
promote adolescent success. The final question was “What would

TABLE 1.

Statistical Analysis
The items generated in the NGT sessions were each assigned a
mean priority score, and the items with the highest scores were
included in the survey. Statistical analysis focused on the survey
data.
The survey items were first ordered by their mean Likert scale
ratings. The Marginal Homogeneity Test was used to compare the
mean ratings of consecutive items until a statistically significant
difference was found (P ⬍ .05). Items demonstrating no significant
difference were assigned the same rank. The first item with a
statistically different mean was assigned the next rank. The
Kruskal-Wallis test was used to compare the ratings between
subgroups. The Fisher exact test was used to measure the association between participation in an adult administered program and

Profiles of Participating High Schools

High
School

Total
Enrollees*

Low Income†
(%)

4-Year Dropout
(%)

4-Year
Graduation‡
(%)

Intent Post High School
Education/Training§
(%)

1
2
3
4
5

2873
2292
2096
1421
1148

91.3
90.6
86.7
90.5
89.7

46
34
31
42
38

40
44
43
32
41

61
70
58
52
70

* Grades 9 through 12 in 1997–1998.
† Low income is defined as eligible for free (130% federal poverty level) or reduced (185% federal poverty level) lunch.
‡ Graduation rates are for the ninth-grade population enrolled in 1997 followed through 2001.
§ Numbers reflect the intent of graduating seniors. (Actual enrollment figures for post-secondary education/training are not available.)
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the students’ belief in a positive future. Principal Component
Analysis was performed to uncover predominant themes among
items.
Because the survey results clearly prioritize items and because
facilitator bias holds the potential of altering the time spent discussing items, the research team chose not to quantify focus group
results. The qualitative data are presented in another article to
explain and enrich the quantitative results offered here.18

RESULTS

Usable surveys were returned by 1022 ninth-graders. Although 2800 ninth-graders enrolled in school,
by May when the surveys were distributed 16% had
dropped out and the daily absentee rate for the remaining students was 37%. Therefore, 69% of approximately 1481 in-school students responded with
usable surveys. Eighth-graders returned 417 usable
surveys representing 54% of in-school youth, and
12th-graders returned 322 usable surveys, representing 49% of in-school students. Generally, nonparticipation was reflective of teachers choosing not to
distribute the surveys.
Table 2 illustrates the demographic breakdown of
survey respondents for each grade. Socioeconomic
status here is estimated for each student by the percentage of families in his/her residential zip code
that live under the federal poverty level. The racial
and poverty distribution of the eighth-grade sample
differs from the high school sample, primarily because 1 feeder middle school with a large Latino
population declined participation. A significant majority of respondents stated that they believed they
had a positive future (85% of 8th-graders, 76% of
9th-graders, and 90% of 12th-graders). A smaller proportion reported participation in a program, other
than school, run by adults (54% of 8th-graders, 38%
of 9th-graders, and 41% of 12th-graders).
All survey items had been previously rated by
youth as very important ideas. Each item’s inclusion
in the survey was based on its having one of the
TABLE 2.

Description of Survey Participants

Total n
Male, %
Race, %
African American
Latino
White
Asian
Other
Zip code, poverty, %*
58%
46%–49%
33%–37%
20%–22%
Age, %
ⱕ13
14
15
16
17
18
ⱖ19
Belief in positive future, %
Participate in adult-run
program, %

Grade 8

Grade 9

Grade 12

417
52

1022
44

322
42

92
1
1
0
6

55
32
5
2
6

61
26
2
4
7

1
48
40
3

16
22
31
5

10
28
34
3

31
51
18
1
—
—
—
85
54

1
26
45
22
5
1
—
76
38

—
—
2
1
31
41
23
90
41

* Some students did not report zip code.
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highest mean priority scores among the ideas generated in the NGT sessions. The surveys allowed for
the broader population to rate the items and for
subgroup analyses. Tables 3 through 5 offer the results of the 8th-, 9th-, and 12th-grade surveys respectively by mean rating and by rankings derived from
The Marginal Homogeneity Test. The items are listed
precisely as worded on the surveys. Because the
surveys reflect the students’ own wording, similar
items differ slightly between the grades.
The top items in all 3 grades relate to educational
or job opportunities. The eighth-graders suggest that
the items most likely to enhance their likelihood for
a positive future are more jobs, better education,
more scholarships, and safer schools. The ninthgraders list better college opportunities, more jobs,
more job training programs, dropout prevention efforts, and better books and computers. The seniors’
top answers include help to get into college, more
jobs, and more job training programs.
All grades prioritized opportunities for youth to
use their time positively, including items focused on
adult-adolescent interaction. Recreation programs,
community centers, and after-school activities were
mentioned in all grades. The freshmen added that
teenagers would benefit from working together with
adults for their community and by participating in
religious programs. The seniors call for more sports
activities and safer playgrounds. The seniors also
suggest programs that would enhance cultural, ethnic, and racial awareness. The seniors add the need
for adult role models, both directly and by calling for
more minority leaders in government.
The need for more police involvement was prioritized by all grades. Although the 12th-graders rated
stronger punishments for serious criminals as one of
their very top items, they rated the importance of the
police not being racist or corrupt higher than they
rated the importance of their presence.
Items that addressed social problems were ranked
below the items that related to education and generally were ranked lower than those solutions that
involved creating alternative safe places for youth
and fostering connections between adults and adolescents. All grades included the following items:
violence, guns, and crime; drugs and drug dealing;
abandoned buildings; graffiti; and homelessness.
Teen pregnancy as an impediment to a positive future was rated in the middle of included items by the
eighth-graders, near the bottom of items by seniors,
and not even rated highly enough by ninth-graders
in the NGT sessions to be included in their survey.
The eighth-graders’ included “there would be less
rape and streets would be safer for girls” in the third
of their 5 ranks.
The Kruskal-Wallis Test found very few items that
differed between ninth-grade students from varied
zip codes, races, ages, or genders. The only items in
which zip code produced a difference were those on
police corruption (P ⫽ .04) and drugs in the community (P ⫽ .03). Interestingly, youth living in the zip
code with the most poverty rated “drugs would stop
coming into the communities” lower than did other
youth. There was no clear pattern related to poverty
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TABLE 3.

Summary of Eighth-Grade Suggestions (n ⫽ 417)
Item*

Mean Score†

Rank‡

There would be more jobs for teenagers.
There would be better education for teenagers.
There would be more scholarships for teenagers.
Schools would be safer.
There would be more programs that would give teens
something to do.
There would be more police involved in the neighborhoods.
There would be more recreation and community centers for
teenagers.
There would be less rape and streets would be safer for
girls.
There would be programs to prevent teenagers from getting
pregnant.
There would be more after school activities for teenagers.
The communities would be cleaner.
There would be better, stronger condoms given out.
There would be less violence and more peace.
Schools would be fixed up.
They would get rid of abandoned (empty) buildings.
There would be better houses that would cost less.
There would be less guns on the street.
Drugs would stop coming into the communities.
There would be less drug dealers.
The homeless would have housing and they would not live
on our streets.
Graffiti would be cleaned up.

1.83
1.83
1.84
2.05
2.06

1
1
1
2
2

2.08
2.13

2
2

2.19

3

2.19

3

2.21
2.28
2.28
2.33
2.35
2.35
2.38
2.38
2.41
2.48
2.52

3
3
3
3
4
4
4
4
4
4
5

2.61

5

* Items are listed precisely as worded on the survey.
† Mean score on scale 1 ⫽ “Definitely would make me more likely to have a positive future to 5 ⫽
would Definitely not make me . . . ”
‡ Rank by Marginal Homogeneity Test.

that explained the differences in how youth from
different areas rated reducing police corruption. Several items varied by racial background of the respondent, with minority students always rating the items
higher: dropout prevention (P ⫽ .03); religious programs (P ⫽ .004); adults and teenagers working together (P ⫽ .03); and a stop to black-on-black crime
(P ⫽ .003). Females rated several items higher than
males, including the items related to more job opportunities (P ⫽ .03), preventing school dropout (P ⫽
.02), eliminating abandoned buildings (P ⫽ .01), police corruption (P ⫽ .03), guns (P ⫽ .03), and graffiti
(P ⫽ .04). Age did not significantly affect the ratings.
Because of smaller sample sizes, the Kruskal-Wallis test was able to demonstrate fewer distinctions
between groups in the 8th and 12th grade samples.
Among eighth-grade participants no items varied by
race. The desire to have fewer drug dealers in the
community differed by age (P ⫽ .05), with the oldest
students rating it higher. Females rated less violence
as more important than did males (P ⫽ .04). Among
the senior participants, African Americans rated
school security lower than did students of other races
(P ⫽ .04). Females rated stronger punishments for
serious criminals (P ⫽ .02), more job training (P ⫽
.05), and the presence of town watch patrols (P ⫽ .03)
higher than did males, whereas males rated sports
activities higher (P ⫽ .02).
Ninth-grade students who participated in programs run by adults rated the items related to participation in religious programs (P ⫽ .007) and fewer
drug dealers (P ⫽ .02) significantly higher than those
who did not participate. Eighth-grade students who
participated in adult-run programs rated the impor-

tance of fixing up the schools higher than did other
students (P ⫽ .02). Senior participants in adult-run
programs rated the desire for more minority leaders
(P ⫽ .01), more police (P ⫽ .02), and more security in
schools (P ⫽ .003) higher than did the nonparticipants.
Students who responded affirmatively to the question “Do you think you will have a positive future?”
rated items differently than those who held an uncertain or pessimistic outlook. The 76% of ninthgrade students who responded optimistically rated
11 of the 24 items higher, including the items related
to college entrance (P ⫽ .006), job opportunities (P ⫽
.014), job training (P ⫽ .009), better books (P ⫽ .01),
after school activities (P ⫽ .01), increased police presence (P ⫽ .02), more recreation centers (P ⫽ .04),
adults and teens working together (P ⫽ .001), less
violence (P ⫽ .004), less drug use (P ⫽ .0001) and
dealing (P ⫽ .0003). The optimistic 8th- and 12thgraders also rated 3 items and 19 items, respectively,
higher at statistically significant levels than did their
less optimistic cohorts. Although youth who held a
pessimistic outlook rated many items lower, they
ordered them very similarly to optimistic youth.
The Fisher exact test (P ⫽ .018) demonstrated an
association between ninth-grade youth who participate in adult run programs and those who believe in
a positive future for themselves. It found 17% fewer
ninth-graders (than randomly predicted) with a pessimistic outlook among those youth that participate
in adult run programming. The data are limited in
their ability to state whether the program instills
hope or whether hopeful youth seek programming.
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TABLE 4.

Summary of Ninth-Grade Suggestions (n ⫽ 1022)
Item*

Mean
Score†

Rank‡

Teens would have better opportunities to get into college.
There would be more jobs for teenagers.
There would be more job training programs.
There would be programs to keep teens from dropping
out of school and to help them finish school.
Schools would have better books and better computers.
There would be more after school activities for teenagers.
There would be more police involved in the
neighborhoods.
There would be more recreation centers for teenagers.
Adults and teenagers would work together to be
involved in their community.
There would be less theft.
The communities would be cleaner.
They would get rid of abandoned (empty) buildings.
There would be less violence and more peace.
There would be more minority owned businesses.
There would be more religious programs (activities in
churches, temples, and mosques) for teenagers.
The police would not be racist or corrupt.
There would be a stop to black-on-black crime.
The homeless would have housing and they would not
live on our streets.
The government would not stop welfare.
There would be less guns on the street.
Drugs would stop coming into the communities.
All communities would have town watch patrols.
There would be less drug dealers.
Graffiti would be cleaned up.

1.73
1.90
2.05
2.07

1
2
3
3

2.12
2.28
2.31

3
4
4

2.34
2.35

4
4

2.38
2.38
2.39
2.43
2.44
2.45

4
4
5
5
5
5

2.47
2.49
2.53

5
5
6

2.55
2.56
2.61
2.61
2.65
2.68

6
6
6
6
7
7

* Items are listed precisely as worded on the survey.
† Mean score on scale 1 ⫽ “Definitely would make me more likely to have a positive future to 5 ⫽
would Definitely not make me . . . ”
‡ Rank by Marginal Homogeneity Test.

The association did not reach statistically significant
levels in the other grades.
Principal Component Analysis found that the
items clustered in 4 latent factors. The first factor
included items that enhanced personal stature, such
as education and employment. The second factor
included those suggestions that would give youth
meaningful things to do with their time, such as after
school activities. The third factor consisted of those
suggestions that would improve the community,
such as town watch patrols and minority owned
businesses. The final factor was the elimination of
environmental or personal risks, including drug
dealing and easily accessible guns. Detailed results of
this analysis are available on request.
DISCUSSION

Adolescent advocates, clinicians, researchers, and
program planners have a shared desire to guide adolescents living in challenging environments toward
positive futures. The imminent danger many challenges pose to youth has prompted a great deal of
research and intervention efforts to target attention
directly toward elucidation and amelioration of risk
factors. Many efforts to easily categorize and target
risk have explored demographic variables such as
gender, race, family structure, and socioeconomic
status. Blum et al19 demonstrated that these factors
explain a small amount of the variability that differentiates youth that engage in risk behaviors from
those that do not. This supports the idea that other
1140

less easily categorized, but perhaps more easily acted
on, variables may better answer how to enhance the
well-being of our youth. Success may be determined
by each individual’s ability to negotiate his/her environment by drawing from protective resources
while avoiding the challenges inherent to a risky
environment.
This study was conducted to give local teenagers
in an area of concentrated poverty a voice in determining how resources intended to benefit them
would be allocated. The adults who requested the
adolescent input had originally assumed that they
would most effectively enhance the well being of
community adolescents by directly addressing teenage pregnancy and violence. However, because they
recognized adolescent wisdom might point them in a
different direction, community youth were engaged
to determine for themselves what actions would
most affect their ability to succeed. These young
people presented different priorities than the adults.
The process itself was a tool that engaged youth to
build solutions within their communities. Because
their insights were used to gain additional funding
for programmatic interventions, youth may have
gained a sense of empowerment from the process.
On the other hand, some youth may have experienced frustration if they did not note any significant
changes in their schools or job opportunities. The
processes effectiveness as a tool for community
building in other locales should be considered in the
context of how likely the results are to be acted on.
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TABLE 5.

Summary of 12th-Grade Suggestions (n ⫽ 322)
Item*

Mean
Score†

Rank‡

Teenagers would be helped to get into college.
There would be more jobs for teenagers.
There would be stronger punishments for serious criminals.
There would be more job training programs.
The police would not be racist or corrupt.
There would be less violence and more peace.
There would be more sports activities in the communities
There would be more cultural, ethnic and racial awareness in
schools and communities.
Schools would be fixed up.
There would be more minority leaders in government.
There would be more role models for youth.
There would be less drugs in the communities.
Abandoned buildings would be fixed up or rebuilt.
There would be more police involved in the neighborhoods.
There would be more after school activities for teenagers.
There would be less guns on the street.
There would be anti-graffiti programs, and graffiti should be
cleaned up.
There would be more security in schools.
Playgrounds would be fixed up and they would be kept safe.
There would be more recreation centers for teenagers.
There would be less drug dealers.
The communities would be cleaned up.
There would be more GED programs.
Communities would have town watch patrols.
There would be programs to prevent teenagers from getting
pregnant.
The homeless would have housing and they would not live
on our streets.
There would be better houses that would cost less.
There would be less prostitution.

1.70
1.70
1.85
1.87
1.95
2.02
2.05
2.06

1
1
2
2
2
2
3
3

2.06
2.08
2.08
2.10
2.11
2.13
2.14
2.15
2.19

3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

2.22
2.23
2.25
2.27
2.28
2.31
2.36
2.37

3
4
4
4
4
4
4
4

2.51

4

2.54
2.57

4
4

* Items are listed precisely as worded on the survey.
† Mean score on scale 1 ⫽ “Definitely would make me more likely to have a positive future to 5 ⫽
would Definitely not make me . . . ”
‡ Rank by Marginal Homogeneity Test.

The NGT question succeeded in both generating
positive (ie, protective) strategies and in uncovering
the perceived challenges to success. The ranking of
items reveals that teenagers believed supportive solutions would increase their likelihood of success
more than would addressing the risks generally considered impediments. The message which these inner city youth seem to be sending is “if you want us
to be successful, give us the opportunities that come
with a good education, good jobs, and meaningful
connection with adults.” Previous studies have revealed that a good education and connection with
responsible adults are critical protective factors in the
lives of teenagers.20 –24 In fact, the Surgeon General’s
report on youth violence names commitment to
school as 1 of 2 protective factors proven to buffer
exposure to specific risks for violence.25 So too, job
opportunities have been shown to have positive impact on the well-being of youth as long as the work
hours do not lessen the adolescent’s ability to succeed at his/her schoolwork.26
The protective strategies generated in this study
are consistently addressed in the resiliency and
youth development literatures. The resiliency paradigm notes that some youth become victims of challenging environments while others succeed despite
adversity. It acknowledges risk factors but stresses
that an adolescent is better able to avoid risk when
buttressed by the protective forces found within the

individual, the family, the school and the community.4 –9,20 –25,27–31 In fact, many of the ideas generated
and prioritized by youth in this study are found
among the 40 developmental assets delineated by the
Search Institute.32
The youth development paradigm makes clear
that our societal goals must reach far beyond producing adolescents who are problem free. It points
out that because youth tend to live up to our expectations, the focus on risk may do youth a disservice
because it is tied to an implicit message that we
expect young people to engage in worrisome behaviors. It contends that our goal must be to prepare
youth to be creative, competent, contributing members of our society.10,11,33,34
An ongoing discussion exists between youth advocates that believe the most efficient means to improve the well being of youth is to directly address
their risk behaviors and those who believe that building on existing resiliencies and developing their competencies will be most effective. Although this research does not provide the needed outcomes data
that would respond definitively to this discussion,
both the process that initiated this research and its
results offer instructive data. It is important, however, to understand that the precise wording of this
study’s question limited the ability of the respondents to generate the breadth of items the resiliency
paradigm considers protective factors. Because the
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question focused on “community,” it generated
items related to school and community, but did not
generate personal or family based solutions.
Although it is uplifting to receive such a clear
positive message prioritizing education, jobs, and
connectedness from inner-city youth, it is unduly
idealistic to only hear the optimistic message they
offer. The study participants are clearly affected by
the devastation they say surrounds them. Much as
the resiliency approach considers not just protective
factors but also the amelioration of risk factors, the
adolescents also seem to recognize this balance.
A combination of several factors may explain why
the respondents so clearly prioritized the promotion
of protective factors over the elimination of harmful
factors. First, adolescents may truly believe that positive actions, like improved education and community supports, will have a greater impact on their life
than will the elimination of risks. This hypothesis
seems to be supported by youth in the explanatory
focus groups when they were asked whether the
priority rankings made sense.18 Second, it may be
that the manner in which the question was phrased
in the survey, “think about how each statement
would make a difference in your chances for having
a positive future,” made some more likely to rank
positive strategies higher. Third, the focus groups
revealed that some participants viewed risk factors
as intractable.18 It may be, therefore, that students
with these pessimistic views did not rate items
highly that proposed the reduction of risk factors.
Despite the challenges they acknowledge they confront— guns, violence, the drug culture, even rape—
the most striking finding of this teen-centered process is that the teenagers in this study hold the
optimistic view that the protection offered by education and involved adults will help them overcome
the odds. These are refreshing results that quite simply, feel good. However, they must be understood in
the context of this study’s limitations. First, the teenaged participants in this study are in-school youth. It
could be argued that in schools with such high absentee and dropout rates, these students have voted
by their presence that they believe school is important. Perhaps many of the nonparticipants would be
less likely to be optimistic about their futures. Most
importantly, this is a study that reveals adolescent
perceptions; it is not an outcome study that measures
the impact of the listed suggestions. There is growing
consensus that a critical next step is the implementation and rigorous evaluation of initiatives that promote protective factors in the lives of youth.
CONCLUSION

Youth in this northeastern urban area of concentrated poverty believe that supportive solutions
would do more to enhance their likelihood of reaching a positive future than would attempts to reduce
“negative” behaviors or disruptive surroundings. Although they also have a keen awareness of the social
problems that impact negatively on their opportunities, they come equipped with potential solutions.
These findings suggest that research and policies
should continue to address risk factors, but also must
1142

look beyond the reduction of risk. It must consider
how to enhance the protective effects of education,
jobs and job training, connection to caring adults,
and community-based programs that offer youth
creative outlets. Important next steps must include
rigorously evaluated initiatives that explore whether
the protective actions suggested by adolescents here
will in fact produce more positive outcomes than
those strategies that primarily target risk.
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and the William Penn
Foundation provided financial support for this project.
We would like to extend our sincere thanks to the AmeriCorps’
National School and Community Corps workers who facilitated
the project, and to Dr Catherine Balsley of the School District of
Philadelphia and ChrisAnne Smith and Brad Baldia of the Urban
Initiative for their assistance throughout this project. Above all, we
appreciate the Philadelphia students who shared their wisdom
with us.

REFERENCES
1. Kann L, Kinchen SA, Williams BI, et al. Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance—United States, 1997. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep. 1998;47(SS3):1–97
2. Dryfoos JE. Adolescents at Risk: Prevalence and Prevention. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press; 1990
3. Sells CW, Blum R. Morbidity and mortality among US adolescents: an
overview of data and trends. Am J Public Health. 1996;86:513–519
4. Luthar SS. Vulnerability and resilience: a study of high-risk adolescents.
Child Dev. 1991;62:600 – 616
5. Rutter M. Resilience in the face of adversity: protective factors and
resistance to psychiatric disorder. Br J Psychiatry. 1985;147:598 – 611
6. Gore S, Aseltine RH. Protective processes in adolescence: matching
stressors with social resources. Am J Community Psychol. 1995;23:301–327
7. Howard DE. Searching for resilience among African-American youth
exposed to community violence: theoretical issues. J Adolesc Health.
1996;18:254 –262
8. Masten AS, Hubbard JJ, Gest SD, Tellegen A, Garmezy N, Ramirez M.
Competence in the context of adversity: pathways to resilience and
maladaptation from childhood to late adolescence. Dev Psychopathol.
1999;11:143–169
9. Wolin S. Resilience among youth growing up in substance-abusing
families. Pediatr Clin North Am. 1995;42:415– 429
10. Pittman K, Irby M. Preventing Problems or Promoting Development: Competing Priorities or Inseparable Goals? Baltimore, MD: International Youth
Foundation; 1996
11. Pittman K, Irby M, Ferber T. Unfinished Business: Further Reflections on a
Decade of Promoting Youth Development. Baltimore, MD: International
Youth Foundation; 1999
12. Ginsburg KR, Slap GB, Cnaan A, Forke CM, Balsley CM, Rouselle DM.
Adolescents’ perceptions of factors affecting their decisions to seek
health care. JAMA. 1995;273:1913–1918
13. Ginsburg KR, Menapace AS, Slap GB. Factors affecting the decision to
seek health care: the voice of adolescents. Pediatrics. 1997;100:922–930
14. Kann L, Kinchen S, Williams BI, et al. Youth risk behavior surveillance—United States, 1999. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep. 2000;49(No.
SS-5):1–94
15. Pennsylvania Department of Education. Pennsylvania System of school
Assessment 1997⫺1998. Available at http://www.paprofiles.org. Accessed December 19, 2001
16. Moore C. Group Techniques for Idea Building. Newbury Park, CA: Sage
Publications; 1987
17. Delbecq A, Van de Ven A, Gustafson D. Group Techniques for Program
Planning: A Guide to Nominal Group and Delphi Processes. Glenview, IL:
Scott, Foresman and Company; 1975
18. Ginsburg KR, Alexander PM, Hunt J, et al. Enhancing their likelihood
for a positive future: focus groups reveal the voice of inner-city youth.
Pediatrics. 2002;109(6). Available at: http://www.pediatrics.org/cgi/
content/full/109/6/e95
19. Blum RW, Beahring T, Shew ML, Bearinger LH, Sieving RE, Resnick
MD. The effects of race/ethnicity, income, and family structure on
adolescent risk behaviors. Am J Public Health. 2000;90:1879 –1884
20. Resnick MD, Bearman PS, Blum RW, et al. Protecting adolescents from

ENHANCING THEIR LIKELIHOOD FOR A POSITIVE FUTURE
Downloaded from by guest on December 6, 2015

21.

22.

23.

24.
25.

26.

harm: findings from the National Longitudinal Study on Adolescent
Health. JAMA. 1997;278:823– 832
Hawkins JD, Catalano RF, Kosterman R, Abbott R, Karl G. Preventing
adolescent health-risk behaviors by strengthening protection during
childhood. Arch Pediatr Adolesc Med. 1999;153:226 –234
Beir SR, Rosenfeld WD, Spitalny KC, Zansky SM, Bontempo AN. The
potential role of an adult mentor in influencing high-risk behaviors in
adolescents. Arch Pediatr Adolesc Med. 2000;154:327–331
Gabriel RM, Hopson T, Haskins M, Powell KE. Building relationships
and resilience in the prevention of youth violence. Am J Prev Med.
1996;12(5 suppl):48 –55
Resnick MD. Protective factors, resiliency and healthy youth development. Adolesc Med. 2000;11:157–164
US Department of Health and Human Services. Youth Violence: A Report
of the Surgeon General. 2001. Available at http://www.surgeon
general.gov/library/youthviolence. Accessed February 1, 2001
Steinberg L, Cauffman B. The impact of school-year employment on
adolescent development. In: Vasta R, ed. Annals of Child Development.
Vol II. London, England: Jessica Kingsley Publishers; 1995:131–166

27. Bowen GL, Chapman MV. Poverty, neighborhood danger, social support, and the individual adaptation among at-risk youth in urban areas.
J Fam Issues. 1996;17:641– 666
28. Braverman MT, Meyers JM, Bloomberg L. How youth programs can
promote resilience. California Agriculture. 1994;48:30 –35
29. Smith C, Carlson BE. Stress, coping, and resilience in children and
youth. Soc Serv Rev. 1997;71:231–256
30. Tiet QQ, Bird HR, Davies M, et al. Adverse life events and resilience.
J Am Acad Child Adolesc Psychiatry 1998;37:1191–1200
31. Gordon Rouse KA, Ingersoll GM, Orr DP. Longitudinal health endangering behavior risk among resilient and non resilient early adolescents.
J Adolesc Health. 1998;23:297–302
32. The Search Institute. 40 Developmental Assets. Available at: http://
www.search-institute.org. Accessed December 15, 2001
33. Blum RW. Healthy youth development as a model for youth health
promotions: a review. J Adolesc Health. 1998;22:368 –375
34. Roth J, Brooks-Gunn J, Muray L, et al. Promoting healthy adolescents:
synthesis of youth development program evaluations. J Res Adolesc.
1998;9:423– 459

NUMBERS PLEASE

“. . . People were given a scenario with information about the risk of a side-effect
given qualitatively or quantitatively (as a percentage of people affected). . .participants given qualitative descriptions rated severity of side-effects, likelihood of
occurrence, and risk to health significantly higher, and intention to adhere to
treatment significantly lower, than those given the quantitative values. If people
are unable to estimate the risk of occurrence of side-effects, they cannot be expected
to make informed decisions about medicinal drug-taking.”

Berry DC, Knapp P, Raynor DK. Provision of information about drug side-effects to patients. Lancet.
2002;359:853– 854
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