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Exploring the Positive Potentials of Diverse European Youth: 
What Makes Individual and Contextual Thriving Possible? 

Many of today’s young people are questioning the status quo as it relates 
to the care of our planet and its future, as well as actualizing in deeds and 
not just words greater equality among people. The study of adolescence 
today also needs a focus that can capture the present generation’s unique 
strengths and vast potentials to deliver on what prior generations have only 
been able to just begin to talk about and have long struggled to realize. 
Since the 1990s, the study of adolescence has built up the concepts, tools, 
and knowledge that have shifted our conception about adolescents away 
from an expectation of inherent problems, danger and dysfunction to a re-
focusing on the whole person, which demands a vigorous investigation into 
the positive potentials of youth collectively as a generation and as diverse 
individuals on their own terms (Wiium & Dimitrova, 2019). 

The chapters in this book are at the forefront of the contemporary 
study of adolescence, which is more holistic and contextualized than in the 
past (e.g., Desie, 2020; Wiium & Dimitrova, 2019). This book provides nov-
el and valuable insights into the specific instances in which young people 
not only just survive and adapt but also thrive. Chapters within this book 
offer several examples of the strengths of young people (i.e., positive youth 
development, PYD) in terms of empirical evidence about PYD from youth 
living in Norway, Kosovo, Spain, and Slovenia (see Chapters 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 and 
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7). For example, in Chapter 1, a study with adolescents in Norway indicat-
ed that internal and external assets were connected to thriving indicators. 
Being committed to learning, having positive values, as well as experienc-
ing empowerment and spending time in organized activities were par-
ticularly important to thriving in this study which is situated in the wider 
youth development context of Norway (e.g., adolescents growing up amidst 
socio-cultural values that emphasize individual accomplishment, equality, 
rights of youth, care for others and the environment; see Chapter 1). These 
empirical examples from different regions of Europe are also complement-
ed by commentaries and reviews that are highly relevant to the contempo-
rary European context of youth development as a whole (see Chapters 5, 8, 
and 9). 

What Does It Mean to Thrive?
This book is about the positive potentials of young people in Europe, 
but what does it really mean to thrive for today’s young person living in 
Slovenia, Kosovo, Spain, or Norway, or in other parts of Europe? From the 
standpoint of psychology as a discipline, for humans of all ages, thriving 
is considered to involve individuals accomplishing developmental and/or 
socio-cultural tasks (i.e., these can be considered as indicators of perfor-
mance), as well as experiences of subjective states that could include feeling 
good about oneself or happiness about one’s life (Brown, Arnold, Fletcher, 
& Standage, 2017). Thus, thriving represents a state of being as well as pro-
cess of change; and that both accomplishment/performance and positive 
subjective feelings/experiences are present when people thrive (Brown et 
al., 2017). Thriving can occur across time and within interconnected con-
texts of development, such as at home, school, in one’s neighbourhood and 
culture. Further, that thriving can be experienced across several domains 
of one’s life or can be limited to a particular life domain(s), and can be ex-
perienced at any time and is not tied necessarily to adverse events (Brown 
et al., 2017). 

This conceptualization implies that how thriving presents itself across 
individuals can differ and is closely tied to and has meaning within the 
context of one’s life. The findings of several of the chapters in book are con-
sistent with the heterogeneity of PYD when it is studied across contexts, in 
varied parts of the world (e.g., Wiium & Dimitrova, 2019). There are com-
monalities (e.g., consider findings in Chapters 1 and 3, on the importance of 
commitment to learning and positive values), but there is also likely to be 
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differences and a need for testing the character and intensity of how PYD 
presents itself one relative to another setting for youth development (e.g., 
see Chapter 4). Some of the chapters in this book directly address what 
thriving can be like for youth who are living in different parts of Europe 
(e.g., see Chapters 1, 2, 3). In these cases, thriving is conceptualized in ways 
that are consistent with main theoretical views of PYD such as those put 
forward by Benson and Scales (2009), namely thriving indicators such as 
school success, maintenance of physical health. Other works in this book 
focus on the feeling/subjective experience part of thriving, such as youths’ 
view of their own well-being and life satisfaction. 

Yet, thriving does not happen in a vacuum. Thriving involves a dy-
namic and reciprocal interplay between individuals and their contexts, as 
people move towards desired goals (Lerner et al., 2013). Thriving is well ex-
plained from the vantagepoint of several different developmental systems 
perspectives (e.g., Magnusson & Mahoney, 2003; Overton, 2015), in which 
individuals (including youth) are active agents in the world, with in some 
cases altruistic and prosocial capacities, and have the possibility to move 
their own life trajectory in beneficial directions, while also interacting in 
a bidirectional manner with the contexts that provide opportunities for 
personal growth (Scales, Benson, Leffert, & Blyth, 2000; Scales, Benson, & 
Roehlkepartain, 2011; Lerner, 1984). 

Given the dynamic nature of development in context, youth who have 
abundant opportunities to thrive within their contexts are likely to be com-
mitted and involved civically which contributes to the social good (Lerner 
et al., 2013). There is thus a striking interplay between adolescents and their 
contexts which makes both individual and contextual thriving possible. By 
reading about the numerous examples in the various chapters in this book, 
the reader learns vital information about the conditions that make it more 
or less likely that young people will thrive, and how the socio-cultural and 
other developmental contexts come into play as young people develop. In 
sum, the focus of this book overall is rightly on documenting thriving as 
well as individual and contextual assets that make thriving more likely. 

This book also provides ample examples of the complexity of what is 
meant, when we talk about the context of youth development. Consistent 
with Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 
2006) where proximal processes, the individual in all of its complexity, as 
well as micro and macro contexts in the wider current of time/history (i.e., 
the PPCT-model) simultaneously influence human development, youth 
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thriving would have an impact across contexts. While micro contexts con-
tain close systems such as family and school, macro contexts refer to wid-
er and more distal systems that involve for example the political situation, 
economy, and the society as a whole. Thus, the context is an important ac-
tor with bearing on young people’s development, involving the develop-
mental assets (individual and contextual) which provide youth with possi-
bilities to thrive (Wiium & Dimitrova, 2019). 

Further, the synergy between context and thriving is not simple. 
Depending on the cultural, political, and economic situation within the 
macro context, thriving could be more, or less straightforward. Cultural, 
political as well as economic systems have importance to young people’s 
goals, motivations, and developmental and life prospects. The contextu-
al assets available that could serve as a life line towards thriving could be 
plentiful or in short supply. Indeed, young people living in low- and mid-
dle-income countries (LAMICs) often have fewer opportunities and re-
sources to achieve their goals, given the precarious situation and limits 
on socioeconomic development in many countries (United Nations World 
Youth Report, 2020). For example, in a study of Egyptian and Roma ado-
lescents living in Albania, participants perceived an overall low availabili-
ty of developmental assets, which in turn was viewed as posing additional 
challenges to participants’ development (Miconi et al., 2021). Lack of devel-
opmental assets was particularly evident during the time period in which 
this study was conducted, namely during the Covid-19 pandemic, which 
was viewed as compounding pre-existing structural issues such as high un-
employment and discrimination, and local challenges experienced by par-
ticipants such as violence in their neighbourhoods and/or schools (Miconi 
et al., 2021). 

Innovations and the Call for Interventions and Generative 
Policy 

In terms of innovations, chapters in this book represent important advanc-
es on several different fronts. Several chapters are forward looking, for ex-
ample, in terms of conducting the theoretical/empirical work that is vital to 
advancing the PYD field, such as including different theoretical constructs/
measures and traditions together within the same study (e.g., see Chapters 2 
and 4). Other chapters add novel aspects of positive development that have 
been overlooked in the existing predominant frameworks of PYD (e.g., 
see Chapter 6 in regards to its consideration of humor and gratitude; see 
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Chapter 8 which expands the PYD construct of contact/connection, but in 
the context of interventions aimed at reducing ethnic prejudice in schools). 
While still other chapters expand our understanding of the ways that PYD 
can be measured using various tools (e.g., Chapter 4) and how pre-existing, 
large scale and well-established youth surveys such as the Programme for 
international student assessment (PISA; OECD, 2021; see Chapter 7) can be 
leveraged to study PYD. 

In order for youth to thrive, actions from society are needed. Working 
with interventions for youth and their contexts that would make young 
people oriented toward thriving is vital, and this type of next step in the 
PYD field, and such efforts can build off of the knowledge presented in 
this book. PYD interventions can foster strengths and positive potentials 
as the sole goal of intervention, boosting strengths for their own sake. Yet, 
we see in several cases that problems and strengths can but do not always 
have to intersect (Taylor, Oberle, Durlak, & Weissberg, 2017). What are the 
strengths and potentials linked to both thriving and the reduction of prob-
lems? This is vital knowledge that will advance the study of adolescence 
into the future (Brooks-Gunn & Roth, 2014). 

Further, young people themselves are key actors in the dynamic sys-
tem of human development. Working systematically to build on and sup-
port the internal assets of youth and to create asset rich contexts is a wise 
investment in the current new generation of young people who will face 
substantial, future globally shared challenges (e.g., climate change, sweep-
ing changes in technology). Well informed and authentically generative so-
cial policy, context and individual oriented PYD interventions that foster 
strengths as well as have the potential to reduce problems are vitally im-
portant so that there can be a successful interplay between youth and their 
contexts and, above all, support young people so that many more individu-
als can thrive and act in an empowered and beneficial way that leads to the 
long-term well-being of our global community, well into the future. 
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