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Preface

The Search Institute Series on Developmentally Attentive Community and So-
ciety seeks to create a forum for leading scholars from many disciplines to in-
troduce cutting-edge theories, models, and research on the nature of positive
human development and the web of community and societal factors that con-
tribute to that development. The goal is not only to advance scholarship but also
to contribute to what Lerner, Fisher, and Weinberg (2000) call a “science for and
of the people” (p. 11)—research that intentionally leads to improving the lives
of individuals, families, communities, and society.

What Do Children Need to Flourish? exemplifies the vision for the series.
Kristin Anderson Moore and Laura H. Lippman have drawn together leading
scholars to examine how this nation might begin to build national indicator
systems focused on optimal development—flourishing—that offers a comple-
mentary balance to the problem-focused indicators that currently shape public
dialogue, policy, funding, and most research.

This volume attests to the explosion of interest and quality scholarship in
positive development that has emerged in recent decades. Much of that research
and practice has been exploratory. For example, since the early 1990s, Search
Institute has been actively engaged in exploring what young people need in
their lives in order to grow up healthy, caring, and responsible (see Lerner &
Benson, 2003). Over time, hundreds of grassroots communities and thousands of
organizations have begun efforts aimed at strengthening positive development.
This positive focus will not reach its full potential impact, however, until it
enters the systems of national indicators that guide funding, research, policy,
and practice priorities and decisions.

Thus, articulating national indicators of positive development plays a vital
role not only in advancing scientific inquiry but also in supporting the develop-
ment of policies, practices, and public dialogue that view development through
anew, positive lens. By introducing this balance to research, dialogue, and policy
setting, this volume exemplifies what Earls (1999) calls a critical social science—
neither solely positivist nor solely interpretative—in which “the science itself
is part of an act of transforming society” (p. 521). We are honored that our col-
leagues at Child Trends have chosen to introduce this vital work through this
series.

Peter L. Benson, Ph.D.

Search Institute
Series Editor
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1 Introduction and Conceptual
Framework

Kristin Anderson Moore and Laura H. Lippman
Child Trends

Flourishing is a strong word. It is a word with wonderful, happy, and healthy
connotations, but it is still a strong word. It means something to say that we
don’t just want children not to use drugs or commit crimes. We don’t just want
children to avoid becoming dropouts and teen parents. We want children to
flourish. But what does this mean?

Are children who flourish healthy, strong, and athletic? Are they children
who sing and laugh? Are they children who are kind and empathic? Who are
close to their parents? Who serve their communities? Who love learning and
who do well in school?

And who decides what it means to be a flourishing child? Is it a matter
of values? Is it a determination for economists or politicians to make? Is it a
construct that adults should define? Keyes (2003, p. 294) has defined flourishing
as “a state in which an individual feels positive emotion toward life and is
functioning well psychologically and socially.” Certainly this gets at the sense of
flourishing, but we apply the term here to all domains of a child’s life, including
education and health, as well as social and emotional outcomes. Another concern
that is frequently raised is whether flourishing can be measured. Are positive
traits, attitudes, and behaviors too “soft” to be measured with precision and
rigor? Is it possible that although we all think we can recognize a child who is
flourishing, we cannot agree on the specifics?

We undertook this project because we thought it was time to become seri-
ous and concrete about conceptualizing and measuring positive indicators for
children. Our scans indicated few measures of positive outcomes in reports on
child well-being or in national surveys (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and
Family Statistics, 2003; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2002;
Zaff, 2000). Believing that “what gets measured gets emphasized, and what gets
emphasized gets measured,” as stated by Arthur Schwartz, vice president for

1



2 Kristin Anderson Moore and Laura H. Lippman

Research and Programs in the Human Sciences at the John Templeton Founda-
tion in his opening remarks to the conference from which this collection came,
we felt it was time to cast our nets broadly and see what had been done or what
could be done. Our goal was to provide strong measures of positive attributes
that could be assessed and monitored at the national level. We also imagined,
however, that a coherent set of positive measures would be an important addi-
tion to longitudinal research studies and that such measures would be useful to
program providers conducting evaluations.

For any of these purposes, it is crucial to identify measures that are psy-
chometrically solid. Moreover, they need to be meaningful, in a diverse national
population, to children from varied social, cultural, and economic groups. In
addition, it is important to consider whether and how positive indicators mat-
ter. Some want assurance that positive characteristics in children translate into
higher earnings, self-sufficiency, family responsibility, and good citizenship in
adulthood. Others are satisfied to be assured that children are happy and flour-
ishing while they are children. This distinction is sometimes referred to as the
debate between well-being and well-becoming. Feeling that both well-being and
well-becoming are important criteria, we sought to examine whether constructs
and measures predict to both contemporaneous outcomes and to outcomes in
the future.

Background

An interest in positive development has characterized programs for many
years. Preschool education programs, Scouts, service-learning, child-care teach-
ers, school clubs, religious programs, and sports teams have often focused on
teaching positive values, skills, and habits. The research community (with some
important exceptions), on the other hand, was slower to focus on positive out-
comes. This pattern may reflect the greater funding available for studies of prob-
lem behaviors from government agencies and foundations. However, a focus on
positive behaviors and outcomes has gradually evolved, for a variety of reasons.
One factor was undoubtedly the demand for such measures from programs and
funders who support youth development and other positive development pro-
grams. If the goal of the program was to produce a positive outcome, then a
positive outcome measure was needed to assess program success. Similar needs
were experienced by state policy makers designing evaluations to study wel-
fare reform and children. Policy makers wanted positive as well as negative
outcomes to be examined.

Another factor was the gradual recognition thata focus on the negative is sci-
entifically unbalanced and incomplete. In addition, as indicator reports such as
America’s Children: Key National Indicators of Well-being, produced by the Federal
Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics (2003), and the Kids Count Data
Book, produced by the Annie E. Casey Foundation (2003), became widely dissem-
inated, the dearth of positive measures was noted by those producing and read-
ing the reports. Given evidence that the public perceives the state of America’s
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children to be worse than it really is (Guzman, Lippman, Moore, & O’Hare, 2003;
Public Agenda, 1999), some raised the possibility that the focus on negative out-
comes distorts the public’s perception of how America’s children are faring.

Another factor is the need to adapt to social change. Over the past century,
modern industrial nations, including the United States, have met and responded
toa wide range of threats to child health and survival. Infant mortality, for exam-
ple, declined dramatically over the past century, and important improvements
have occurred in the health, education, housing, and economic security of chil-
dren. This is not to say that problems do not remain or that disparities do not
exist, but rather that large and important improvements have occurred. With
these improvements, a focus on quality-of-life issues has become more central,
and such a perspective is very complementary to a focus on positive outcomes
(Ben-Arieh, 1997).

Thus, for numerous reasons, researchers in various fields were coming to
a common conclusion: There is a need to conceptualize and measure positive
development for children and youth. However, Child Trends’ review of available
national databases found relatively few that included positive measures, beyond
the standard measures of educational achievement and attainment, which were
quite limited compared with the set of possible positive measures that could
be conceptualized. Before moving ahead to develop such measures, it made
sense to see what the scholarly community might have developed. Fortunately,
we were able to identify a number of high-quality local and regional studies
as well as some national surveys that have incorporated aspects of positive
development.

To jump-start the development of positive measures, a conference was held
in Washington, D.C., in March 2003, to bring together scholars working on var-
ied aspects of positive development to share their work. Authors were com-
missioned to provide a literature review conceptualizing their construct and
summarizing research to date and to provide information on data quality for
their proposed measure. Since contributors were working with existing data
in all but one case, it was not always possible for them to conduct all of the re-
quested psychometric analyses; they were asked to assess the amount of missing
data, the distribution of responses, the reliability of their measure(s), and both
the concurrent and prospective validity of their measures to examine well-being
and well-becoming. In addition, where possible, authors were asked to conduct
analyses for major subgroups, including age, gender, race and Hispanic origin,
and disability status.

Summaries of the Papers

Papers presented at the conference and included in this book cover a wide
range of constructs. Part | addresses the positive formation of the self, including
character, attitudes, spirituality, and identity.

Nansook Park and Christopher Peterson explore the assessment of character
strengths, which builds on the Values in Action Inventory of Character Strengths
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for Youth. They argue that a strength should be visible in a person’s thoughts,
words, or actions; contribute to the good life for the self and for others, yet be
valued in and of itself even if it does not produce clear benefits; not “diminish
other people” but rather inspire or support them; and be cultivated by the larger
society and recognized by a societal consensus regarding its importance. In
addition, it should not be possible to decompose a strength into component
elements. Park and Peterson also share initial conceptual and measurement work
on character strengths.

Peter L. Benson, Peter C. Scales, Arturo Sesma ]r, and Eugene C.
Roehlkepartain explore indicators of adolescent spirituality. They note that
two commonly used measures—attendance and salience or importance—have
repeatedly been found to be associated with better development and behavior
among children. The explanatory power of these measures is modest, however,
and Benson and his colleagues argue that it is necessary to move beyond these
fairly superficial markers to explore a richer set of beliefs, values, behaviors,
and community aspects of religion and spirituality. Also, they note that Amer-
ican culture has become increasingly diverse, and new measures are needed to
capture aspects of spirituality in varied cultural and social groups. They further
distinguish between “vertical” and “horizontal” themes, that is, a focus on a
Supreme Being, life force, or spirit and a focus on the effect of religious or spiri-
tual beliefs in moving adherents toward involvement with others in this world.

E. Scott Huebner, Shannon M. Suldo, and Robert F. Valois examine two
brief measures of children’s life satisfaction. Using these measures, children
make judgments about whether they are satisfied with their lives, which is one
aspect of positive mental health. One scale measures global life satisfaction,
and the other examines specific domains of life satisfaction; both scales have
been successfully fielded. The scales have very good internal reliability and
discriminate and construct validity. The authors found that children who were
more satisfied with their lives had very low levels of depression and anxiety,
very positive self-concepts, and good family relationships.

C. R. Snyder presents the Children’s Hope Scale (CHS). Snyder conceptu-
alizes hope in children as an overall perception that one’s goals can be met and
that one has the capacity to find routes to goals (pathways thinking) and the
motivation or sense of agency to pursue goals (agency thinking). Scores on the
CHS have been found to correlate with perceived competency and control and to
predict cognitive achievement. Also, the scale is inversely correlated with child-
hood depression and loneliness. The CHS has been tested on many different
samples of children, some with life-threatening illnesses (e.g., cancer) as well as
other disabilities for whom hope is a critical asset. Differences by gender and
family income have not been found, but Snyder notes that additional research
is needed to explore differences by race/ethnicity.

Adriana J. Umana-Taylor shares work on an evolving scale of ethnic iden-
tity. She distinguishes the processes of building an ethnic identity, including
exploration, resolution, and affirmation as distinct components. Evidence from
diverse samples provides support for construct validity and indicates that in-
dividuals can, as hypothesized, be described as having four identity statuses:



