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Part 1
Positive Development (PD) interventions
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Theoretically, what are we aiming for in 
regards to the benefits (or intended 
outcomes) of positive development (PD) 
interventions for children and adolescents? 



Positive 

Development 

in Youth 

Positive Psychology

Positive Youth Development

Social Competence/

Social Emotional Learning

Resilience 

There are diverse views to pick from with some synergy across these views 
(as noted by Tolan et al., 2016)

https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=ted+talks+ann+masten&docid=608034263904355698&mid=C7A14AFBA50800D357F4C7A14AFBA50800D357F4&view=detail&FORM=VIRE
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What is Shared across PD views?

They all offer an alternative way of thinking about adolescence

They are all exploring the connection between problems and the positive.

Is the positive unrelated to risk or is it an “antidote to risk” (Tolan et al., 2016, p. 217)

Some constructs overlap 
(text in figure below directly quoted from Table 2 Tolan et al., 2016, p. 229)

Self-control
Positive self-
orientation

Engagement  
with others

Societal 
bonding/Moral 

Ethical Standards

Source: Tolan et al., 2016



Practically, what do positive development 
(PD) interventions look like, what do they 
involve? 



Taylor and colleagues (2017) meta-analysis 

82 school-based (kindergarten to high school) universal 

social emotional learning (SEL) interventions 

N = 97,496 youth, 46% implemented outside of the United States

Tended to have a structured group format, tested in a randomized 
controlled trial and used SAFE practices. 

Significant benefits at follow up 

(one year to three years post intervention) 

◼ SEL skills and attitudes

◼ Positive social behavior

◼ Academic performance

◼ Declines in conduct problems, emotional distress, and drug use

◼ Effect sizes from .13 to .33 

◼ Significant lifetime cost savings 7



Ciocanel and colleagues (2017) meta-analysis 

Voluntary PD interventions implemented outside of school 

time with young people

◼ N = 23,258 children and adolescents in 24 studies

◼ Only randomized controlled trials

Common types of interventions included: 

8

Community service

Mentoring

Recreation

Social skills

Academic training

Sexual education



Ciocanel and colleagues (2017) meta-analysis 

Significant pre to posttest intervention-related benefits in:

◼ Self-perception 

◼ Academic achievement 

◼ Reduced emotional distress 

◼ Effect sizes from .14 to .22

Benefits more likely for youth considered to be at low/mixed risk rather 

than those at high risk

9
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Across the Ciocanel and Talyor et al. (2017) 
meta analyses

PD interventions considered: 
School-based SEL interventions
After school, setting-oriented interventions 

Both associated with 
• Reduced emotional distress 
• Improved academic performance/achievement 

More benefits documented for SEL interventions relative to 
after school PD interventions (in these meta-analyses).
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Many other narrative reviews and meta-analysis exist on the 
diversity of PD interventions, here are some suggestions, for more 
examples of PD interventions with beneficial effects



Part 2: 
Several key ideas…briefly described

2a. implementation science 
2b. participatory research and interventions
2c. scalable interventions

2d. surface and intervention deep structure
2e. intervention development by way of logic models

2f. culture’s role in interventions 
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2a. Implementation Science
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2a. Implementation 
Science
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Figure directly from 
page 17, Berkel et 
al., 2018

Take home: Implementation 

mattered in this trial of the 

New Beginnings parenting program

Put simply, positive engagement, 

attendance, and good fidelity were 

associated with better competence 

in home practice and home practice 

competence was key to achieving 

outcomes in this trial 

Thus it was the work of both the 

facilitator and participants that was 

connected to better outcomes



2b. Participatory 
research & 
interventions
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Key Ideas in Empowerment Evaluation

“People empower themselves” (Fetterman & Wandersman, 2007, p. 182)

Empowerment evaluators don’t champion particular programs, but do support making 

outcomes happen that are valued by the community or a group. 

Empowerment evaluation and traditional evaluation have many things in common (both 

can use experimental outcome evaluation designs), but who is making decisions is 

changed. 

Empowerment Evaluation in essence involves

• Having groups reflect on what they are doing

• What their goals/needs are and are they meeting those goals? 

• If not, what can be done? 

• Evaluate and then go back to the goals/needs 

• And the process continues.

http://yparhub.berkeley.edu/


Getting to outcomes (GTO) takes ideas in community based participatory 
research and empowerment evaluation and applies them on a large scale 
typically in organizations or communities 

Support those giving and getting an intervention(s) to make it their own

Systems: Change the way of thinking/doing in a community or organization

Support provided to do good quality evaluation in the community by 
stakeholders with scaffolding from scientists/researchers and technology 
(evaluation capacity building is a GTO outcome).  

https://www.rand.org/health-care/projects/getting-to-outcomes/studies.html


2c. Scalable 
interventions
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Scalable interventions in the area of mental 
health promotion, prevention, and treatment

Problem
The lack of programmatic reach and impact due to scarcity 
of resources in many parts of the world

Questions 
What can be achieved with good implementation, 
including training and resources by non-specialists? 

What can technology add to achieving intervention 
related benefits? 



Examples
Using existing evidence based 
interventions as a starting place and 
working on scalability from there

• Self help with or without guidance
• Technology (online, apps)

Several programs under development

• Problem Management Plus (PM+)
• Helping Young Adolescents Cope (PM+ for youth)



Singla et al. (2017) meta analysis of 27 intervention trials

Common outcomes were: 

Reduced depression and PSTD symptoms

Beneficial intervention effect (pooled) of .49



Figure directly from 
page 28, Singla et al., 2017



2d. Intervention deep 
and surface structure

24



Intervention Deep Structure

Deep Structure of an Intervention 

•Change Producing Mechanisms
•The “Theory of Change” 
•Causal Model 
•Active Ingredients
•Often reflected in the 
intervention’s logic model

Source: Resnicow, Soler, Braithwaite, Ahluwalia, and Butler (2000) 



•Intervention messages, materials, activities and how they 
connect to participants’ lives and culture

•Relevant surface structure = Increased acceptance and 
comprehension of an intervention 

Intervention Surface Structure

From the Promoting Alternative THinking Strategies 

(PATHS©) Trial in Sweden 

Source: Resnicow, Soler, Braithwaite, Ahluwalia, and Butler (2000) 

For more on PATHS in Sweden see: 

Eninger L, Ferrer-Wreder L, Eichas K, Olsson TM, Hau HG, Allodi MW, 

Smedler A-C, Sedem M, Gull IC and Herkner B (2021) A Cluster Randomized 

Trial of Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies (PATHS ® ) With Swedish 

Preschool Children. Front. Psychol. 12:695288. 

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.695288

Ferrer-Wreder, L., Eninger, L., Olsson, T.M., Sedem, M., Allodi, M.W., Ginner 

Hau, H. (2021). The Cultural Adaptation of Interventions to Promote Positive 

Development: The Preschool Edition of PATHS® in Sweden. In: Dimitrova, R., 

Wiium, N. (eds) Handbook of Positive Youth Development. Springer Series on 

Child and Family Studies. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-

70262-5_27

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.695288/full
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70262-5_27


2e. Intervention 
development by way 
of logic models 
(a focus on deep structure, with implications for cultural tailoring and 
cultural adaptation of interventions)
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For more resources on logic models

http://www.emcdda.europa.eu/publications/perk/resour
ces/logic-model

Figures to the left 
are directly from 
pages 2 and 5 from 
the CDC Evaluation 
Guide

http://www.emcdda.europa.eu/publications/perk/resources/logic-model


A simple hypothetical 
logic model that links to a set 
of evaluation questions



Intervention Components 

(IC)/Processes

Lessons call for role playing 

exercises, video vignettes, and 

homework exercises

IC A: Lessons 1 -3 and 

exercises encourage a reflection 

on self determination of 

behavior. 

IC B: Lessons 4 -7 and 

exercises are designed to 

provide opportunities to 

develop drug-related social 

resistance skills. 

Targeted for Change

M a: Teens’ attitudes 

towards self 

determination of their 

own behavior

M b: Teens’ drug-related 

social resistance skills

Outcome (O) 

Targeted for 

Change

Teens’ past 30 day 

(recent) alcohol use 

Simplified, Hypothetical Theory of Intervention Change for a 

School-Based Adolescent Drug Prevention Program  



Hypothetical Drug Prevention 

Program for Teens: Intervention 

versus a Control Group 

(Dummy Coded)

Pre test M a

Teens’ attitudes towards 

self determination 

Post test M b

Teens’ drug-related 

social resistance skills 

(+)

Targeted Theoretical Mediators

Outcome

Pre test O

Recent Teen 

Alcohol Use 

m

n

o

p

Pre test M b

Teens’ drug-related 

social resistance skills 

Post test M a

Teens’ attitudes towards 

self determination (+)

Post test O

Recent Teen 

Alcohol Use (-)l

Simplified Hypothetical Outcome-Mediation Path Model that could be tested empirically to Gain Insight into Theory of Change Given Below 

Evaluation questions

Does this intervention work to reduce 
recent alcohol use? 

How does the intervention work? Is one part of the 
intervention more important than another part of 
the intervention in order to see reduced alcohol use?

Do findings about how the intervention works relate 
to changes one would suggest to make if the 
intervention is implemented again?  



A complex/real life example of 
a PD intervention
logic model with links to 
evaluation questions/answers

The Changing Lives Program



The Changing Lives Program 



Table directly from Page 436, Eichas et al., 2021

CLP is a school based intervention given in small group format with a trained 
facilitator, one group session is about 45 min long and sessions are once a 
week for 8 to 12 weeks, during school time



Fostering a Self Constructed Identity via   

Opportunities to Develop Competencies 

and Proactive Problem Solving Styles:

•Encourage an Information Seeking Social 

Cognitive Style

Preferences in social cognitive strategies used to 

construct one’s idenity (open, effortful)

•Develop Problem Solving Competence in youth 

selected life goals and transformative goals: 

Problem posing, generate alternatives, evaluate 

alternatives without bias, select the best supported 

alternative , and take action (leads into mastery 

experiences)…

Goal: Effective use of both cognitive style and 

competence in identity exploration, proactive stance 

that includes an acceptance of responsibility for life 

choices 
Discoverying One’s Identity via

Opportunities for Emotion Focused Identity  

Evaluation

•Learning about flow and personal expressiveness 

Goal: Identify unique talents, abilities, and potentials, 

activities the elicit flow and then evaluate how 

integrated these abilities and flow expereinces are 

linked to one’s identity as part of identifying life 

goals, essential activities and transformative goals

Change the way youth

understand and feel

about their current life

course

My Transformative Project

Youth directed mastery experiences focused on current 

”real life” problems and choices as well as self and 

identity now and in the future

Transformative goals: exercise information seeking and 

problem solving

Life Course Chart

Event histories and trajectories are mapped out e.g., 

chance to explore future directions, past turning points, 

well being, and resources

Life Course  Journal and Group Exercises 

Identify life goals, essential activities to reach goals, 

special talents and abilities, emotional reactions (flow 

states) to essential activities, transformative goals 

Transformative Pedagogy

Multicultural Counselling Theory

Engagement (sharing experiences/disclosure, 

interpretation, role playing, positive feedback), 

participatory co-learning, and youth directed mastery 

experiences 

Foster a positive sense of 

identity –

e.g., an identity that is 

self constructed, in line 

with one’s unique talents 

and abilities

Targets for Change Content and Processes
Targeted

Outcomes

Sources: Cascade effects (Cicchetti & Cohen, 2005), Discovering identity (e.g., flow, personal expressiveness; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Maslow, 1968;  Waterman, 1999); 

Identity (Erikson, 1968); Life course theory (Elder, 1998); Mastery experiences (Bandura, 1997); Multicultural counselling theory (Sue & Sue, 2003); Cognitve problem 

solving competence (Berman et al., 2001); Social cognitive styles (Berzonsky, 1992; Kelly, 1955 – ‘Person as Scientist’);  Transformative pedagogy (Freire 1983/1970)  

Foster core competencies 

and styles 

Show a 

“Cascade Effect” 

Change in the positive 

domain will spill over to 

yield benefits in 

untargeted problem 

domain



Figure directly from Page 1119, Eichas et al., 2017
Colored arrows added based on study results reported in Table 3 p. 1122

N = 209 adolescents attending 4 alternative schools in Miami Florida, USA, 
A quasi-experimental design, about half of youth in a CLP intervention group 
and other half in an comparison condition
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Main Results for the CLP

Direct (pre to posttest) intervention-related benefits for
◼ Self discovery 

◼ Self construction 

◼ Immediate positive changes in self discovery related to positive 
immediate changes in life goals 

Immediate gains in life goals connected with a later cascade effect

• Positive immediate changes in life goals connected to decline in subsequent 
internalizing problems (reduction in a problem area) and greater identity 
synthesis (a gain in a positive outcome) at follow up (time 3) 

Source: Eichas et al., 2017

Yes, the intervention is working, change in two main 
targeted areas happens pre to posttest

Parts of the intervention that relate to self discovery 
and life goals are particularly beneficial for this sample 



Figure directly from Page 1119, Eichas et al., 2017
Colored arrows added based on study results reported in Table 3 p. 1122



2f. Cultures role in 
interventions? 
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Culture is… 
–Shared experiences, memories, meaning, habits (transmitted culture)

–Symbols, rituals, values, norms, roles, attitudes

–Ways of solving problems (evoked culture) 

–Culture provides one of many possible social identities

“Culture, then is not synonymous with country or ethnicity, but rather 
describes communities whose members share key beliefs and 
behaviors” 
(Jensen, 2010, p. 2) 



A direct quote from a participant in a study by Daha, 
2011, p. 555



Socio-economic 
background

• High 

• Middle 

• Low

Religious -
Secular 

• Particular type 
of religion

• Lack of 
religious 
beliefs

Region of 
Country 

• City

• Countryside

• Frontier or 
border area

• Island

For example: Culture can be based on….and 
at the intersection of these communities 



Adaptations 
that can be 
about 
culture or 
for other 
reasons

Change some part of an 
existing EBI (evidence based intervention)

Skip something that you should 
do as part of an existing EBI 

Adding new intervention 
content or actions

Adaptation  Planned 
Local 

Adaptation Spontaneous 

Source: Barrera et al., 2017



Aspects of culture and/or considerations surrounding participants’ social 
identity can have an impact at the surface and/or deep structure level of 
an intervention, and/or in aspects of implementation

Systematic empirical research (quantitative and qualitative) is needed to 
determine what aspects of culture or social identity are important to 
reaching the intended benefits of an intervention or are having an impact 
on implementation. 

A lesson learned…

Culture exists for all stakeholders in a PD intervention

• Participants (most of the literature’s focus has been here)
• Intervention facilitators
• Academic and other stakeholders



Planned intervention cultural 
adaptation happens when…

1. Interventions are developed or tested with cultural and 
ethnocultural subgroups in one country.

2. Imported evidence based interventions (EBIs) are tested 
across nations, which are also often multi-cultural contexts

A lesson learned…

Planned systematic attention to culture is important to the ultimate reach 
and impact of PD interventions 



Commonalities across 
Planned cultural adaptation 
models

1. Assessment of EBI fit in new context (e.g., pilot test, 
needs assessment), change (or no change) in EBI 
informed by this assessment 

2. Imported EBI tested versus a control/comparison group



Part 3 
Examples that bring these ideas 
together in one place 

The CASEL framework for school wide social emotional learning (SEL) 
an example of built in scalability

A scalable culturally rooted parent training program in South Africa 
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A short video about this framework and link to find out more
information from CASEL

Image above directly from 
https://casel.org/systemic-implementation/sel-in-the-school/

https://casel.org/systemic-implementation/sel-in-the-school/
https://casel.org/systemic-implementation/sel-in-the-school/


A scalable culturally rooted parent 
training program in South Africa 









For more on a related intervention see: 

https://www.unicef-irc.org/research-family-

and-parenting/

https://www.unicef-irc.org/research-family-and-parenting/
https://www.unicef-irc.org/research-family-and-parenting/


Part 4: 

Small group break out discussions
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Some discussion questions

You are welcome to raise your own questions and reflections in 
our small group discussion time. Here, also are discussion 
questions that you can talk about if you like? 

Q1. What is the potential of the idea of scalability for future 
PD intervention development? 

Q2. How does the idea of scalability relate to interventions that 
you would like to develop (or are developing)? 

Q3. How is culture or intersectionality important to the 
interventions that you would like to develop (or are developing)? 



Part 5: 
Closing and Reflections
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Source: Ferrer-Wreder & Kroger, 2019, p. 127
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