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Preface

Today’s youth live and develop in a society that offers tremendous choices
and challenges during the formative period of adolescence.  The adolescent’s
environment is shaped profoundly by the presence or absence of many different
factors, including family resources, community services, and educational and
employment opportunities.  In the past few decades, a body of social and behav-
ioral research has emerged that seeks to explain why some adolescents success-
fully navigate their social settings, while others who are similarly situated adopt
“risky” lifestyles characterized by drug use, unprotected sexual behavior, drop-
ping out of school, delinquency, gang membership, and violence.  During the
same period, community leaders have experimented with a wide variety of ap-
proaches designed to improve the quality of life for all community residents,
including the creation of social settings that are supportive of youth—schools,
recreation centers, job training programs, and others.

The Administration for Children and Families (ACF) of the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services has contributed to these efforts by sponsoring
community-based programs to enhance social and economic opportunities for
adolescents as they develop to adulthood.  At the request of ACF, the Committee
on Youth Development of the Board on Children, Youth, and Families (which
operates under the joint auspices of the National Research Council and the Insti-
tute of Medicine) convened a one-day workshop in January 1996.  Chaired by
Jomills Braddock, professor of sociology at the University of Miami, the commit-
tee developed the workshop to review the research literature on social settings
and youth development, as well as selected experiences with community youth
service programs.  Meeting participants included research scientists, service pro-

vii
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viii PREFACE

viders, and representatives of public and private agencies that seek to improve
outcomes for youth. The purpose of the workshop, titled “Youth Development
and Neighborhood Influences,” was to focus attention on what is known about
environmental influences that interact with youth characteristics, family factors,
and peer influences to foster or inhibit successful outcomes for adolescents.
Consideration was also given to subsequent activities that would foster fledgling
collaborations among those who develop, fund, and study initiatives aimed at
improving youth outcomes.

Based on the workshop discussions, this report represents an exploratory
effort to describe the processes by which communities and families interact dur-
ing periods of adolescent development. This report also represents an important
step in the evolution of the work of the Board on Children, Youth, and Families.
It builds on the recommendations made in Losing Generations (National Re-
search Council, 1993) and observations noted in Violence in Urban America
(National Research Council, 1994).  This project provides an important resource
for the formation of the board’s new Forum on Adolescence, which will continue
to broaden the board’s scope of work into the teenage years.  In seeking to
combine the worlds of science, policy, and practice, the board aims to extend the
emerging portfolio of research and program efforts that are focused on adolescent
behavior and, in particular, to improve existing relationships between those who
study how adolescents interact with their communities and those who are en-
gaged in efforts to improve youth outcomes.

Many individuals have contributed to this report of the Committee on Youth
Development.  The report benefitted enormously from the insightful comments
provided by the workshop participants, who are listed at the end of this volume.
The committee expresses its deep appreciation to them.

The contributions of Rosemary Chalk, staff director of the committee, and
Karen Autrey, project assistant, are particularly appreciated.  Other staff mem-
bers who contributed to this report include Deborah Phillips, director of the
Board on Children, Youth, and Families, and Anne Bridgman, program officer
for communications.  We also acknowledge the contributions of Janet Overton,
whose editing improved the report.

This report was funded by the Administration for Children and Families of
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.  We are grateful to Ann
Rosewater, Howard Rolston, and Hossein Faris within ACF for their support and
thoughtful contribution to this effort.  We appreciate ACF engaging the board to
help chart new approaches in the field of youth development that will encourage
bold thinking about the directions this relatively young field should take.

Sheldon H. White, Chair
Board on Children, Youth, and Families
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1

Summary

On January 25, 1996, the Committee on Youth Development of the Board on
Children, Youth, and Families convened a workshop to examine the implications
of research on social settings for the design and evaluation of programs that serve
youth.  The January workshop provided an opportunity for the committee to
examine the strengths and limitations of existing research on interactions be-
tween social settings and adolescent development.  This research has drawn
attention to the importance of understanding how, when, and where adolescents
interact with their families, peers, and unrelated adults in settings such as home,
school, places of work, and recreational sites.  This workshop builds on previous
work of the National Research Council and reiterates its support for integrating
studies of social settings into more traditional research on individual characteris-
tics, family functioning, and peer relationships in seeking to describe and explain
adolescent behavior and youth outcomes.

Not only does this report examine the strengths and limitations of research
on social settings and adolescence and identify important research questions that
deserve further study in developing this field, but it also explores alternative
methods by which the findings of research on social settings could be better
integrated into the development of youth programs and services.  Specific themes
include the impact of social settings on differences in developmental pathways,
role expectations, and youth identity and decision-making skills, as well as fac-
tors that contribute to variations in community context.

Although the workshop participants agreed on the importance of social set-
tings as key factors that affect youth development, they conceded that research is
just beginning to consider the difficult problems of defining, measuring, and
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2 YOUTH DEVELOPMENT AND NEIGHBORHOOD INFLUENCES

assessing such influences.  There is a need to combine qualitative and quantita-
tive research, foster the creation of multiple data sources, encourage the develop-
ment of theoretical research and longitudinal studies, identify different patterns
of behavior associated with ethnic and cultural practices, and develop forums to
sustain collaboration among researchers, practitioners, and program sponsors.

This report describes an emerging focus in research on youth development,
identifies key topics that deserve further analysis in shaping a research agenda for
this field, and emphasizes the need for continued dialogue to draw on the exper-
tise of research scientists and community leaders in designing new programs to
enhance outcomes for youth.
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3

Introduction

Concerns about the increasing involvement of many adolescents in high-risk
behaviors have prompted a search for strategies and approaches that can guide
youth away from unhealthy and unsafe practices and engage them in becoming
productive members of society.  This search has revealed many uncertainties in
understanding how teenagers negotiate critical transitions, such as from school to
work and from child to parent, the formation of self-identity, and the selection of
life options.  In situations in which communities must struggle with the problems
of poverty, crime, drugs, and other negative influences, some youth are able to
connect with social and economic networks that can help them become success-
ful and productive adults.  Others never gain access to or turn away from such
networks.

In seeking to explain these variations in adolescent development, researchers
have focused traditionally on personal characteristics, family relationships, and
peer friendships.   Such lines of inquiry suggest that these factors interact across
multiple dimensions to influence youth outcomes.  More recently, research schol-
ars have noted that social settings represent a whole new area that has largely
been ignored in traditional scholarship.  The recent emphasis on social settings in
youth development research has stimulated new lines of research inquiry and
research methods designed to explore how individual, family, and peer relation-
ships and outcomes are influenced by factors such as physical environment,
economic opportunity structures, and ethnic and social networks, especially in
urban areas characterized by concentrated poverty.  Scholars are investigating
relationships between types and density of social interactions, youth perceptions
of positive and negative influences within their social and physical environments,
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4 YOUTH DEVELOPMENT AND NEIGHBORHOOD INFLUENCES

and ways in which these relationships and perceptions are associated with the
emergence of problem behaviors within communities (such as crime, gangs,
substance abuse, child maltreatment, and teenage pregnancy). Although this field
of study is relatively young and lacks well-established theories and comprehen-
sive data sets, research on social setting factors and adolescent development has
significant implications for the design and evaluation of programs that serve
youth.

An emphasis on social settings compels service providers to move beyond a
perspective that focuses on the deficits of today’s youth (such as delinquency,
drug use, teenage pregnancy, and violence) and to examine the density and qual-
ity of social interactions as well as demographic features and economic measures
in assessing a community’s resources.  The emphasis on social context has stimu-
lated a new agenda for program development and evaluation, one that stresses the
importance of knowing how, when, and where adolescents interact with their
families, peers, and unrelated adults in settings such as home, employment, recre-
ation, and education.

Research on social settings has spurred interest in describing and explaining
how the diverse strategies used by youth, families, neighborhoods, and ethnic
groups reflect their efforts to deal with conditions of instability, adversity, limited
resources, and social change.  The emerging research has also called attention to
the importance of understanding how youth themselves perceive assets and defi-
cits within their social settings, including their perceptions of schooling, appro-
priate peers, and reference groups.  Finally, the research on social settings has
highlighted the need to integrate the youth development research literature with
other research on community development and community organization (in the
fields of economics, urban studies, anthropology, and sociology, for example) so
that knowledge can inform efforts to build communities that are supportive and
protective of their youth and families.

For these reasons, the Board on Children, Youth, and Families was asked by
the Administration for Children and Families to convene a Committee on Youth
Development to determine the need for an ongoing review of the research base
that could contribute to a broad range of governmental and private foundation
youth initiatives.  The committee was asked specifically to examine research that
could inform the development of comprehensive, community-wide initiatives
intended to improve the life trajectories of at-risk youth in economically poor
areas.
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The Charge to the Committee

The Committee on Youth Development convened a workshop on January
25, 1996, to examine the research in the fields of youth development and neigh-
borhood influences.  Thirty individuals from academic research centers, govern-
ment agencies, and private foundations concerned with youth development pro-
grams participated in the workshop.  They met in Washington, D.C., to review
recent research findings, highlight promising venues for further exchange of
knowledge about and experience with social setting interactions involving ado-
lescents, and examine the implications of this knowledge and expertise for use in
the design and evaluation of a broad range of public and private youth initiatives.

Three key questions provided a framework for organizing the workshop:

(1)  What new conceptual models are shaping studies of the community
factors that influence the trajectories of youth development?

(2)  What issues need to be resolved to design more accurate measures of the
strengths and limitations of community resources and better assessments of their
impact on youth outcomes?

(3)  What mechanisms could better enable researchers and service providers
to exchange knowledge and expertise about social setting factors that influence
programs that serve youth?

The participants examined what is known about the types of supports that
produce positive outcomes for youth, critical components and services within
neighborhoods that make a difference in youth outcomes, and strategies by which
research knowledge and practitioner experience can be integrated to improve the

5



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Youth Development and Neighborhood Influences: Challenges and Opportunities
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/5511.html

6 YOUTH DEVELOPMENT AND NEIGHBORHOOD INFLUENCES

design and evaluation of community initiatives serving youth.  The participants
paid particular attention to comprehensive strategies of neighborhood change and
community development that could improve outcomes for youth, particularly in
disadvantaged areas.  Such strategies include the creation of empowerment zones,
community schools, gang prevention efforts, and programs that serve runaway or
delinquent youth—see, for example, the gang prevention program announced by
the Administration for Children and Families (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, 1994).

In developing this summary report, the committee drew on the workshop and
a small group of research studies that were included as background readings for
the workshop participants.  A comprehensive review of the literature on social
settings and youth development was not included within the scope of this project.
Many areas of relevant research—such as research on the biological processes of
adolescent development, studies that offer in-depth and comparative descriptions
of different minority cultures, and studies of processes of community organiza-
tion and development—were not included in the one-day workshop.  Statements
in this report regarding the quality or findings of the research literature on social
settings are derived from the workshop and committee discussions rather than
from a thorough synthesis of the appropriate research literature.
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Shifting Perspectives:
The Problem with Problem Orientations

During the workshop, participants observed that, in the past few decades,
researchers have started to examine why some adolescents in low-income com-
munities successfully navigate environmental challenges, while others, similarly
situated, adopt lifestyles characterized by drug use, unprotected sexual behavior,
dropping out of school, delinquency, gang membership, and violence.  In a simi-
lar manner, researchers have sought to identify risk factors that foster problems
for youth, as well as patterns of resiliency that protect them from risky lifestyles.
This research has emphasized the need to examine the “whole” youth (a concept
that describes the assets as well as the deficits of individual adolescents), rather
than isolating selected problem behaviors associated with youth in difficult cir-
cumstances.

The emphasis on the whole youth has led to a new appreciation of the
importance of physical and social settings on adolescent development and the
ways in which positive as well as negative influences within these settings foster
or inhibit constructive adult-youth interactions.  Such research has stimulated
interest in recognizing how adolescents themselves perceive role models of suc-
cessful adult behavior, how they protect themselves during periods of danger or
uncertainty, and how they seek out individuals or groups that constitute commu-
nity assets capable of helping them become productive members of society.  The
settings approach has also stimulated interest in the influence that ethnicity or
group networks can exercise in facilitating or discouraging the ways in which
youth connect with the world of adults.

The workshop participants observed that many researchers engaged in these
studies have grown dissatisfied with the constraints imposed by the problem

7
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orientation in research on adolescent behavior.  The problem orientation imposes
a deficit model that often masks the personal, family, or community strengths that
constitute social assets to help youth navigate through troubled times.  It leads to
fragmentation in studying youth, placing greater emphasis on negative behaviors
to the detriment of positive developments, and it can discourage collaborative
efforts to identify common origins for problems that may co-occur among youth.
Researchers have noted that the problem orientation has discouraged a search for
measures that can assess positive developments in youth outcomes, in contrast to
the negative measures that are often cited in media reports and studies of adoles-
cent behavior.

The limitations of the problem-oriented perspective are also reflected in the
fragmentation of numerous federal programs that address the needs of delinquent
and at-risk youth.  The President’s Crime Prevention Council, for example, identi-
fied 50 separate federal programs that help communities help their youth, includ-
ing major programs such as the Job Corps, the Summer Youth Employment and
Training Program, community policing, programs for educationally disadvan-
taged children, and the Public Housing Urban Revitalization Program (President’s
Crime Prevention Council, 1995).  The General Accounting Office (GAO) has
identified 131 programs administered by 16 different departments and other agen-
cies that seek to benefit at-risk or delinquent youth, the costs of which exceeded
$4 billion in fiscal year 1995 (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1996).  The
creation of numerous federal programs to address the needs of youth within
disadvantaged communities has raised questions about program efficiency, over-
lap, and duplication of effort (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1996).  The GAO
report concluded that Congress may want to reexamine the structure of these
programs because many of them target the same clients, share the same goal, and
provide similar services.

The efforts of some private foundations represent alternatives to problem-
oriented approaches in responding to the needs of youth in disadvantaged com-
munities.  Many of these programs are designed to improve the social settings of
at-risk youth through comprehensive neighborhood initiatives, such as the Annie
E. Casey Foundation’s Community Change for Youth Development project, the
Ford Foundation’s Neighborhood and Family Initiative and Quantum Opportuni-
ties Program, and the Foundation for Child Development’s Neighborhood Re-
search Grants Program.  Although evaluations of the impact of these programs
are limited, they represent an important body of experience in testing new models
of community partnership and youth participation.
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The Influence of Social Settings on
Youth Development

The study panel that produced the 1993 National Research Council (NRC)
report Losing Generations concluded that communities and institutions that sur-
round adolescents, which include families, neighborhoods, schools, health sys-
tems, and employment and training centers, are increasingly challenged by chang-
ing social and economic conditions within the larger society (National Research
Council, 1993).  These conditions include the decline in economic security for
poor and middle-class families, the increase in the number of single-parent house-
holds, and the rise in the number of neighborhoods with concentrated poverty that
are spatially and socially isolated from middle- and working-class areas.  Such
trends place enormous stresses on public and private institutions and resources at
a time when large numbers of children are entering adolescence.  Over the past
two decades, as the major settings of adolescent life have become increasingly
beleaguered, the NRC panel observed that “increasing numbers of youths are
falling into the juvenile justice system, the child welfare system, and other even
more problematic settings” (National Research Council, 1993:2).

But understanding and demonstrating the impact of social settings on youth
development are difficult tasks that require theory-building and instrumentation.
Jencks and Mayer (1990) noted that a long-term commitment would be required
from both the research and program-funding communities to understand the role
and processes by which social settings influence adolescent behavior.  Although
theoretical work has begun to classify the potential mechanisms by which neigh-
borhoods may influence the development of youth, empirical results that can
document the impact of community influences remain limited.

In the report Losing Generations, the panel observed that efforts to improve

9
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FIGURE 1 Components of conceptual framework.
SOURCE:  Connell et al. (1995).  Reprinted by permission.

the social settings of adolescents should strive to enable parents and community
residents to increase their abilities to nurture young people.  “Whether programs
are offered in a single site or through interagency collaborations, their goal is to
provide services that ensure that the emotional, recreational, academic, mental
and physical health, and vocational needs of adolescents are explicitly addressed”
(National Research Council, 1993:11).  This conclusion was reinforced in the
January 1996 workshop, which emphasized the need to improve connections
between research and practice during periods of emerging research and program-
matic experimentation.

Traditional disciplinary studies in sociology, anthropology, psychology, eco-
nomics, and education, among other fields, are converging in the development of
new theories that examine the characteristics of communities (opportunity struc-
ture, resources, social capital, change, and stability) that foster positive and nega-
tive developments for adolescents. Recognizing the dynamic, interactive, and
multicontextual nature of youth experiences, workshop participants commented
that the new conceptual frameworks emphasize the need for multiple lines of
inquiry in this field and multiple levels of analysis (see Figure 1 for one example
of a multilevel interactive framework presented in the workshop).  They also
identified several themes associated with this area of scholarship.
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DIFFERENCES IN DEVELOPMENTAL PATHWAYS

One research study on youth has identified three key developmental tasks
that characterize the period between early and late adolescence, ages 12 to 19
(Connell et al.,  1995): learning to be productive, learning to connect, and learn-
ing to navigate.  The participants indicated that, although these three tasks may be
central to successful adolescent development, variations in experience and cir-
cumstances can influence their timing, sequencing, and relative importance at
any given time.  Participants observed that prevailing views of adolescent devel-
opment and conceptual frameworks derived from white, middle-class adolescent
populations may not reflect the experiences or unique challenges that confront
youth who are influenced by other cultural traditions or by disadvantaged condi-
tions.

Recent ethnographic research has alerted social scientists to the possibility
that traditional theories of normative development do not necessarily provide the
appropriate conceptual frameworks for studying the lives of inner-city teens.  In
a study of African American adolescents, for example, Burton et al. (1996) con-
cluded that the developmental paths of those who grow up in poor, high-risk
neighborhoods are based on ideologies, role expectations, behavioral practices,
and rites of passage that provide a social context that differs from that commonly
reported in studies of white suburban middle-class teens.

 Several workshop participants mentioned other ethnographic research that
suggests that inner-city, economically disadvantaged African American teenag-
ers often experience an accelerated life course and are expected to become pri-
mary caretakers of siblings and younger relatives, adopt certain entrepreneurial
skills to survive in their environments, and, in general, move quickly from child-
hood to adulthood.  Many adolescents, in these environments, may neither expe-
rience nor perceive themselves to be within the transitional stage of adolescence.
According to this line of research, adolescents who are compelled by economic or
social circumstances to take on adult responsibilities in the area of family sup-
port, parenting, and child supervision may mature in ways that are quite different
from other youth, but the developmental consequences of an accelerated life
course are not yet known.  The influence of ethnicity or race has been described
primarily as a significant factor within the social context of African American
teenagers, but it is also emerging in studies of other ethnic adolescents, including
Hispanics and Asian American families.

THE IMPACT OF SETTINGS ON ROLE EXPECTATIONS

The strength and quality of social networks in economically advantaged or
disadvantaged neighborhoods may affect the types of adult interactions that youth
experience, which can influence their choice of role models and life course op-
tions.  In some settings, schools, clubs, churches, sports teams, and other commu-

THE INFLUENCE OF SOCIAL SETTINGS ON YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 11
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nity groups recognize adolescence as a distinct, formative stage, and adults within
these settings seek to prepare teenagers for adulthood.  They consistently remind
adolescents that although they are no longer children, they are not quite adults.
Recognizing the importance of social supports for the accomplishment of key
developmental tasks, several youth programs have sought to establish and en-
hance connective and supportive relationships between teenagers and adult men-
tors within disadvantaged communities.  Workshop participants noted that evalu-
ations of these programs have shown mixed results in areas such as academic
performance, peer and family relationships, and illegal drug and alcohol use.  As
a result, uncertainty remains as to whether a developmental approach that stresses
the importance of adult support and guidance during critical transition periods
has the power to influence youth perceptions of life goals, decision-making skills,
and outcomes.

Social settings that consistently provide negative messages about adolescent
abilities and a limited range of desirable life options are thought to lead youth to
make poor choices regarding the use of their time and resources.  Several youth
service programs are designed to move youth away from oppositional or alien-
ated lifestyles and into support systems that can train and educate them to suc-
cessfully be a part of mainstream society.  But the research community needs to
improve its ability to measure and assess the contributions of mentorship and
other youth-development strategies, especially in circumstances in which men-
torship programs must counter negative messages from other authority figures in
the youth’s social environment.

Family management practices and strategies to cope with risk may also be
influenced by contextual variations regarding the extent and pervasiveness of
crime or violence within communities.  Caregivers may emphasize the impor-
tance of physical protection and security for children in dangerous neighbor-
hoods (including restriction of the child’s movements, strict curfews, and limited
travel) and may choose to minimize strategies that foster individual autonomy
and self-development for adolescents.  The consequences of caregiving strategies
associated with social settings can be profound:  strategies that foster autonomy
often encourage youth to move away from familiar environments and into new
but unfamiliar social settings that can offer significant opportunities for growth.

Patterns of residential transience, often generated by poverty, represent an-
other example of neighborhood factors that can influence youth development.
Frequent household moves, disruptions in daily routines caused by unrelated
individuals entering or departing the household, and mobility among neighbors
can undermine community ties, weaken support networks, and reduce privacy.
However, such transience does not inevitably disrupt development if adolescents
have opportunities to sustain relationships with trusted adults.
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SOCIAL MEDIATORS

Research on social settings has called attention to the role of unrelated adults
who come into contact with youth in neighborhood and other social settings.
Such individuals include teachers, mentors, coaches, employers, religious lead-
ers, service providers, shop owners, and community leaders who may influence
youth perceptions and behavior in their everyday settings.  Researchers are ex-
ploring how the absence or presence of these individuals affect youth’s percep-
tions of their own potential contributions and life options.  Scholarship in this
field has included both quantitative and qualitative studies; ethnographic studies
in particular have described ways in which youth in inner-city communities inter-
act with unrelated adults.

Workshop participants observed that a missing factor in the lives of youth in
disadvantaged communities, especially in poor African American neighborhoods,
is exposure to successful, upwardly mobile, mid-life adults (in the 30- to 50-year-
old age range).  Adults who become successful often move out of disadvantaged
areas to higher-scale urban or suburban communities.  Lacking this exposure,
youth in at-risk neighborhoods may have limited opportunities to learn about
strategies that involve family financial planning, balancing work and child care
responsibilities, and the identification of educational and career opportunities
across the life span.  Workshop participants indicated that the movement of many
middle- and upper-class individuals out of poor communities, along with the loss
of many minority males because of early death or incarceration, has diminished
the network of human resources within the community and reduced the opportu-
nity for youth to interact with adults who can offer advice, support, perspective,
and experience in negotiating school-to-work transitions, the initiation of sexual
relations, and other key challenges during adolescence.  Furthermore, the absence
of employment settings, middle-class services (such as banks and supermarkets),
and social investments in areas of concentrated poverty, combined with the pres-
ence of illicit markets and exposure to the social organization of illegitimate
activities, can exacerbate the isolation of youth from socializing influences de-
signed to generate adherence to positive social norms.

COMMUNITY CONTEXT

Neighborhood characteristics are increasingly viewed as part of the broader
range of influences that can affect adolescents, although the magnitude of their
impact is uncertain and difficult to measure.  Characteristics that may influence
youth development include (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1995,
1992; Connell et al., 1995; National Research Council, 1993; and Wilson, 1991):

• the decline in economic security (including decreasing real earnings and
rising levels of unemployment), especially for young adults;

THE INFLUENCE OF SOCIAL SETTINGS ON YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 13
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• the increase in single-parent, usually female-headed, families;
• the relation of male joblessness to social disorganization and rational

planning for families and youth;
• easy access to illegal drugs and guns;
• rising rates of youth crime and juvenile detention; and
• the role of illegal or underground economies in providing for basic goods

and services.

These contextual factors contribute to the absence of adult supervision and
monitoring, a dearth of safe places to gather, the absence of constructive activi-
ties during idle periods, increased exposure to law enforcement and prison set-
tings, and diminished opportunities for interaction between disadvantaged youth
and middle- or upper-class professionals who can provide positive role models
and institutional resources.

Variations in the community perceptions of contextual factors can be signifi-
cantly influenced by the misuse of power and the effects of corruption within
agencies or individuals who are supposed to be trusted.  These variations are
factors that can foster alienation, contempt, and an oppositional culture among
young people, especially those who have limited contact with mainstream organi-
zations and groups or who experience such contacts generally in a punitive fash-
ion.  The participants observed that these dynamics can directly affect adoles-
cents’ views of their own identity and the opportunities available to them, leading
to growing isolation.  The relationship between the “new” members of the com-
munity and the “old” residents can be positively or negatively influenced by
perceptions of how each group relates to the neighborhood.  For example, al-
though tax and other financial incentives may attract middle-income families to
purchase residences in areas characterized by poverty and transience, the housing
authority, the school board, and county, municipal, and state governments may
all have conflicting goals with respect to neighborhood initiatives.  Middle-class
families who have roots in a disadvantaged community and who are returning to
improve the property and renew their roots may be welcomed.  Such families
may be resented, however, if they are seen as gentrifying invaders who bear few
loyalties to the community or its residents.

Social and economic policies that foster commitment to community empow-
erment and neighborhood diversity can facilitate neighborhood improvement, but
participants observed that variation in community development policies (such as
mixed-income housing) is almost never considered in examining the implications
of changing social and economic contexts on youth development.  What is not
known at present are the conditions under which social setting factors override
other influences in a youth’s environment, such as individual characteristics,
child-parent relationships, and family functioning.  The interactions that cause
people to select the neighborhoods in which they reside need to be studied in
comparison with interactions that are generated by the neighborhood itself.  The
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variation that exists within neighborhoods may also reflect larger political and
economic forces resulting from municipal, state, and national policies that shape
neighborhood cultures.

Because of this variation, participants observed that lessons learned in deal-
ing with positive or negative influences within one neighborhood may not be
transferable to all others. Police patrols within disadvantaged communities may
be regarded as assets or threats, for example, depending on the level of trust and
confidence in law enforcement systems within the community.  School systems
may be regarded as negative factors if buildings are deteriorating and the quality
of instruction is poor, or they may be seen as vital parts of the community if they
provide important links to necessary services (such as health care and community
resources).

THE INFLUENCE OF SOCIAL SETTINGS ON YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 15
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Assessing Change and Development
Within Neighborhoods

The scientific community is just beginning to develop tools to describe and
assess relevant factors that influence the quality of life within neighborhoods.
Researchers often rely on demographic data, census data, and property values as
measures of social context, but these data provide few insights into contextual
variations or the emergence of social strategies to cope with adversity within
disadvantaged neighborhoods, especially over short time periods.  Ethnographic
research suggests that census tracts are not neighborhoods in any sociological
sense, yet often census data provide the only empirical measure of neighborhood
units in studies that seek to study communities over time.  Measures that can
assess the direction and rate of economic or social change within communities
are particularly important in determining interim outcomes of community devel-
opment programs as well as of programs designed to enhance successful out-
comes for youth.

Despite the intensity of interest in neighborhood influences, this field of
study is in its infancy.  Quantitative research has not yet demonstrated a convinc-
ing association or established the causal pathways between social setting charac-
teristics and adolescent development.  Researchers are exploring alternative path-
ways to determine what measures should be employed in assessing the quality of
“connectedness” between adolescents and the social and economic networks im-
bedded in their social settings.

The workshop participants noted that several key issues require attention to
improve the measurement of the levels and quality of social networks:

16
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• establishment of relevant community boundaries to facilitate longitudinal
studies,

• creation of reliable and valid measures of the availability of and access to
community services,

• selection of adequate community samples to obtain valid measures of
resident experiences,

• factoring in the importance of timing in assessing patterns of deterioration
and growth in urban environments,

• examining the pathways by which ethnicity and racial heritage influence
social settings, and

• assessing unclear processes that connect physical and social environments
within communities.

In developing these measures, participants noted that research on social con-
text needs to consider more than physical factors in neighborhood settings.  The
types and levels of social interactions within a community involve dynamic and
interpersonal elements that may reflect components such as the quality of ser-
vices and institutions, levels of trust and security, homogeneity and density of
friendship networks, flow of information and resources, coherence of values and
perceptions among community residents, and opportunities for power and influ-
ence.  Researchers are now examining how to identify and capture the critical
dimensions of these factors and to explain how they interact to make neighbor-
hoods a “good” or “bad” place in which to raise children.

Researchers are also increasingly interested in identifying measures that can
capture the social and economic diversity within neighborhoods.  Educational
and employment opportunities, in particular, are not randomly distributed and
may depend on friendship networks, access to transportation, and issues of safety
and security as well as more traditional variables such as the strength of the
school faculty and curriculum and job skills.  All poor neighborhoods are not the
same, participants observed.  Economically deprived communities with high lev-
els of social organization can provide consistent messages to their youth regard-
ing the importance of becoming a successful, productive adult.  In contrast,
communities that share demographic and economic characteristics but experi-
ence low levels of trust, security, and shared values can send ambiguous or mixed
messages to youth that reduce their chances for academic success and productive
employment.

The participants cautioned that levels of social organization are themselves
influenced by macrostructural forces that shape communities, such as industrial
restructuring, shifts in employment opportunities, patterns of racial segregation,
and changes in inflation rates and health-care costs.  These factors provide the
backdrop against which communities, families, and adolescents seek to enhance
their strengths and reduce their risks, especially during periods of transition and
change.

ASSESSING CHANGE AND DEVELOPMENT WITHIN NEIGHBORHOODS 17
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF BOUNDARIES IN
COMMUNITY MEASURES

One theoretical construct that the workshop participants addressed was the
need for ways to define consistent boundaries in the neighborhoods and social
environments of today’s youth. Social science research in a variety of fields
(including youth development, child care, violence prevention, family manage-
ment, and use of human services) has indicated that existing units that define
community boundaries for statistical purposes (census tract data, zip code, or
block group), although commonly used in research on social settings, may not
demonstrate the dimensions of neighborhoods that have meaning for their resi-
dents.  These predetermined boundaries can differ from resident-perceived bound-
aries in many neighborhoods.  In communities characterized by high rates of
social disorganization and social problems, including youth crime, drug traffick-
ing, child maltreatment, unemployment, and vacant and transient housing, resi-
dents are more likely to disagree about what boundaries constitute the “neighbor-
hood.”

Consistent and meaningful boundaries are crucial to the development of
studies that rely on quantitative and qualitative measures of change or stability in
order to demonstrate neighborhood-level influences on human development.  For
these reasons, researchers within the social sciences are exploring how to im-
prove theories, methods, and research instruments that can provide insights about
the identification of spatial boundaries that reflect shared values, common expe-
riences, and the convergence of residential standards (both environmental and
social).

THE EFFECTS OF MULTIPLE SOCIAL SETTINGS ON
YOUTH DEVELOPMENT

An additional methodological challenge in assessing the impact of social
settings is the fact that adolescents move among multiple contexts that are often
defined by roles, functions, and expectations that differ from those of adults.
Youth today are highly mobile—they may reside in one neighborhood, attend
school in another, socialize with peers in a third, and be employed in a fourth.
The interactive effects of these different contextual settings have not been ana-
lyzed, although the workshop participants observed that the social interactions
and normative standards that shape each environment may influence youth devel-
opment.

One mediating factor that requires further analysis in this area is the degree
of consistency in role expectations attached to adolescents across diverse con-
texts and cultures.  The concept of “good fit,” in which the individual character-
istics of youth satisfy the expectations of their social context (Lerner and Lerner,
1983), is based on an assumption that the multiple environments of youth encour-
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age similar expectations for positive development.  When role expectations di-
verge, youth may experience a broader range of messages regarding expected
behavior and face more difficulty in perceiving or adhering to normative direc-
tions.  Ethnographers have noted that mixed messages and role conflicts are
commonly associated with school/family environments in the lives of African
American youth, particularly those who must bear adult burdens of child care or
full-time jobs to support their families.  Within the workshop discussion, partici-
pants observed that such conflicts can also surface in home/workplace environ-
ments, as youth realize that they must compete with older relatives for limited
employment opportunities.

THE IMPORTANCE OF MULTIPLE DATA SOURCES

In assessing measures of community change, the participants observed that
multiple data sources are necessary to provide insight into the heterogeneity and
interactive dimensions of social settings.  Survey and interview data, which are
commonly used to obtain residents’ observations about their communities, need
to be accompanied by research materials that have external validity, either through
observational reports or administrative data and records.  Together, ethnographic
and quantitative studies can provide a richer and more detailed research strategy
than that which can be obtained by a single methodological approach.

The participants also urged that researchers give attention to the range of
variation or consistency within community expectations, norms, aspirations, and
sanctions (especially in areas such as child care roles, adult supervision, care of
elderly or other dependent relatives, family support, and availability of economic
opportunities) in judging the overall quality of a social environment.

SAMPLING AND TIMING IN MEASURES OF
COMMUNITY CHANGE

The dynamic and interactive nature of social settings requires caution in
developing appropriate measurement instruments, the participants noted.  It is
important to know whose perspective counts—especially among youth—in con-
structing valid residential samples.

For example, in assessing the impact of community development efforts, the
design and timing of survey studies, interviews, and evaluations can be critical in
determining whether a selected intervention has reached the appropriate stage of
implementation.  The participants noted that individual and group samples need
to be constructed that illustrate the range of variation within and between com-
munities, especially in assessing the impact of short- and long-term socioeco-
nomic changes, the quality of services and strength of institutions, the forms and
degree of involvement of community members, and the extent of social alien-
ation of individuals, groups, and neighborhoods.

ASSESSING CHANGE AND DEVELOPMENT WITHIN NEIGHBORHOODS 19
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IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH DESIGN

Many insights regarding the impact of social settings on youth development
have been derived from ethnographic studies that describe the quality of life, the
level of trust among neighbors, and other factors that foster or discourage the
creation of cohesive social units. Qualitative research has been helpful in gener-
ating new hypotheses and conceptual models that can describe the processes of
change that accompany neighborhood growth or deterioration.  But the predictive
capacities of these models are limited and few opportunities exist to study inter-
active social patterns within and between communities over time.

The workshop participants noted that a new generation of neighborhood
studies is under way, based on integrated, multidisciplinary, life-span models of
neighborhood effects.   Yet research opportunities are needed to integrate longi-
tudinal surveys and ethnographic data collection to provide multiple sources for
data analysis and to enhance descriptions and comparisons of multidimensional,
life-course trajectories for youth in disadvantaged environments.

As this research moves forward, greater effort will be needed to:  (a) inte-
grate quantitative and qualitative studies, (b) develop research instruments and
theoretical models that can identify and measure specific aspects of social inter-
actions within and between neighborhoods, and (c) support longitudinal studies
that can analyze multiple social factors in community settings over time.  Such
instruments and models would allow the research community to gain insights into
the health or deterioration of selected communities, examine the impact of spe-
cific social settings (such as schools, detention centers, sports teams, and so
forth) on peer and adult relationships, and explore their influence on youth devel-
opment.
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The Need for Informed Conversations
Between Research and Practice

 Recognizing areas of convergence in both conceptual theories and program
experience, scholars and practitioners have begun to synthesize lessons learned
from the emerging research base as well as from federal, state, and local pro-
grams that serve youth, in order to identify key factors that influence how youth
move into pathways that encourage them to become productive, nurturing, and
contributing adults.  In considering the implications of research on social settings
in program design and future research studies, the workshop participants stressed
the need for new forms of informed conversations, collaboration, and partner-
ships between research scientists and service providers in the areas of community
and youth development.

EXISTING PARTNERSHIPS AND COLLABORATIONS

In reviewing the need for new forums to foster dialogue and collaboration
between the research and practice communities, the participants observed that
several partnership efforts already are in place.  Several “bridging organizations”
have emerged, for example, to facilitate dialogues within and between programs
focused on youth services and community development.  Such efforts include the
National Community-Building Network, schools of graduate education in the
fields of social policy and human services that link research and practice, educa-
tional programs that offer in-depth training for service providers, and electronic
networks such as HANDS.NET and the comprehensive strategies forum that
offer on-line access to program experiences and perspectives.

Several research collaboration networks have also emerged to help integrate

21
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the findings from studies by individual researchers.  Examples of such networks
include the studies on poverty, neighborhoods, and child development organized
within the Social Science Research Council and the MacArthur Foundation Net-
work on Successful Adolescent Development.

INTEGRATION OF RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

Although some efforts to create multiagency and multidisciplinary ap-
proaches addressing the relationships between youth development and neighbor-
hood influences are under way, participants observed that these approaches offer
few opportunities to examine basic conceptual models that accompany program
design and implementation.  A critical, ongoing examination of emerging theo-
ries, instrumentation, and research findings could help integrate efforts to
strengthen social organization within disadvantaged communities, improve pro-
grams designed to enhance positive outcomes for youth, and create ongoing
dialogues between individual program efforts and research studies.

In addition, better links need to be established between service providers and
researchers within community and youth development efforts that engage three
types of programs:  (a) community-building programs, designed to attract invest-
ment capital, regulate land-use patterns, and enhance economic opportunities; (b)
social service programs, designed to enhance the quality of community services
in areas such as health, safety, and education; strengthen informal social net-
works; and improve the quality of life within depressed regions; and (c) youth-
oriented programs, designed to enhance positive outcomes for youth by address-
ing their basic developmental needs.

The emerging research on the influence of social settings on youth outcomes,
as well as new conceptual models and measures focused on processes of variation
and change within communities, has stimulated interest in creating additional
opportunities for the exchange of knowledge and expertise.  The workshop par-
ticipants noted that this exchange requires not only interdisciplinary approaches
that can draw on different areas of research scholarship, but also the creation of
forums that can foster sustained interchanges among researchers, service provid-
ers, and other community leaders (such as those affiliated with business, reli-
gious, and political organizations) who have extensive experience in working
with youth or neighborhoods and who understand the types of interactions that
characterize the social settings of today’s adolescents.

The workshop participants observed that this exchange of knowledge and
perspectives is important for several reasons:

• Emerging research on social context factors and interactions offers an
important opportunity to examine the variations within settings that can directly
contribute to youth outcomes;
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• This research base can contribute to the design and assessment of commu-
nity-based programs intended to improve youth outcomes;

• The relatively recent origins of research on social settings suggest that
significant modifications and improvements in the conceptual frameworks and
research measures should be expected in the coming decade;

• The practitioner community has experience and perspectives that are criti-
cal to the development of useful theory and measures regarding the role and
impact of social settings and social interactions;

• The multidisciplinary character of the emerging research scholarship will
require intensive training programs and bridging efforts focused on understand-
ing and improving outcomes for youth; and

• The patchwork of programs that has been assembled over the past few
decades to assist children, youth, and families is now in flux as policy officials
and service providers in a variety of organizational settings seek to provide
human services and supports in a more comprehensive, coordinated manner.

Workshop participants observed that the time is ripe to describe the experi-
ences and insights associated with efforts to change the quality and nature of
educational, health, and social service systems; to examine the variation within
different community experiments; and to develop data collection efforts that can
assess their impact on youth outcomes over time.

THE NEED FOR INFORMED CONVERSATIONS BETWEEN RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 23
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Next Steps

In outlining steps that could be taken to foster the exchange of expertise
among representatives of research, policy, and practice at the national and local
levels, the workshop participants offered several observations to guide the devel-
opment of future efforts in this field.  They noted that several steps are needed to
enhance the integration of emerging  research on social settings in the design of
programmatic efforts:

1.  Advances in research need to be directed toward demonstrating the
pathways and conditions under which social settings affect youth develop-
ment, as well as the ways in which social settings are perceived and influ-
enced by the youth who reside within them.  Theory-building and method-
ological innovations are needed to develop more powerful approaches to capture
the complexity of social interactions and specific mechanisms that can explain
different developmental sequences and trajectories over time, as well as the varia-
tion in youth outcomes within communities that share common features.  Al-
though some promising methods do exist (such as hierarchial linear modeling and
growth curve and life event analysis), they have limited capacity for describing
multidimensional life course trajectories or developmental outcomes in multiple
contextual settings.  In this area, attention must be given to strengthening re-
search in ethnic minority communities, in order to capture the norms and adapta-
tion processes characteristic of different cultures and to discern important factors
and processes that facilitate or discourage youth in becoming successful adults.

Efforts to integrate ethnographic and quantitative studies will need to ad-
dress the long history of misunderstandings among investigators who employ
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these two approaches.  A central challenge is that of articulating how carefully
sequenced, multimethod research can reveal the interplay between developmen-
tal processes and social interactions within communities.  Comparative ethnogra-
phies (studies of neighborhoods conducted simultaneously across multiple sites),
as well as research that uses both quantitative and ethnographic methods, offer
critical contributions to theory-building, the design of research instruments and
data collection, and ultimately the design and refinement of approaches to foster
constructive youth development.

2.  The embryonic work on social settings warrants systematic efforts to
orchestrate joint knowledge-building efforts among those who design, study,
and evaluate youth service and community development programs.  Al-
though still incomplete, research on the diversity and quality of youth relation-
ships with peers and adults in different social settings has the potential to offer
important insights for program strategies and outcome assessments in youth ser-
vice agencies.  Research on the time spent in different social settings can illus-
trate the diversity of experiences that youth confront in their daily lives.  Identi-
fying components and strategies within successful communities that support
positive outcomes for youth is a common goal within both the research and
service provider enterprise.

The increasing specialization of the research community has created a need
for strategies designed to broaden the dialogue among disciplines, experiment
with new forms of research design and data collection, and foster reward systems
and a culture that encourage collaborative efforts between research and practice.

3.   Experience with youth development research and programs, includ-
ing research on social settings, should be integrated with other community
development efforts.  Investments in social strategies and community resources
that can promote youth development will require more attention to the types of
social resources that youth seek out and create, as well as consideration of the
ways in which youth gain information and control over their environment.  These
efforts need to be integrated with other community development initiatives, such
as special economic investment initiatives and health and social services (includ-
ing housing, education, and recreational facilities) designed to enhance the ca-
pacity of communities to achieve the goals of their residents.  The creation of
special programs or demonstration projects can help foster the development of
healthy neighborhoods, but such enhancement efforts need to become part of the
natural set of daily relationships within the neighborhood so they can be sus-
tained over time.  The successful blending of different social classes within
“poor” or “dangerous” communities to achieve diversity and heterogeneity among
youth and adults within informal social organizations and personal relationships
is a particular challenge that requires attention.

NEXT STEPS 25
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Many generations created the neighborhood environments that surround
today’s youth, and quick fixes cannot be expected for problems that were more
than a half century in the making.  As public and private agencies prepare their
strategies and program plans for the decade ahead and consider alternative meth-
ods of investment in jobs, schools, child care, health care, and housing, the field
of youth development will continue to gain attention.  The growing social antago-
nism toward youth, driven by perceptions of a youth crime wave and youthful
predators, suggests that punitive as well as supportive measures will gain in-
creased support.  Demographic trends indicate that a large cohort of youth will
move through adolescence during a time when society is experiencing major
changes in its social and economic policies, highlighting the need for strategies
that can offer positive guidance during times of conflicting messages and uncer-
tain futures.  The time is ripe for informed action to add to an emerging knowl-
edge base and to enhance program opportunities for building communities that
can support their youth.
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