
Figure 17: Average Number of 8 Thriving
Indicators, by Asset Level
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Figure 18: Percent of Youth Reporting Each of 8
Thriving Indicators, by Asset Level
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Adversity things get difficult
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V. From Awareness to Action

The Challenge

In all communities across the country, developmental assets are too fragile. Ideally, a community
should strive to ensure that all youth experience 3 I or more of the 40 developmental assets. In your
community, 18 percent of students surveyed report 31 or more of the assets see Figure 19. Had your
study included youth who have dropped out of school, the picture of assets would likely be even more
somber.

This portrait of developmental assets likely mirrors the pattern found in communities across the
nation. Regardless of town size or geography, youth typically:

* receive too little support through sustained and positive intergenerational relationships;
* lack opportunities for leadership and involvement;
* disengage from youth-serving programs in the community;
* experience inconsistent or unarticulated boundaries;
* feel disconnected from their community; and
* miss the formation of social competencies and positive values.

As long as this pattern continues, we will see too many young people who are susceptible to risk
taking and negative pressure, drawn to less desirable sources of belonging, and ill-equipped to become
the next generation of parents, workers, leaders, and citizens. Why are we in this situation? A number
of social forces could be at work, including:

* high levels of parental absence in the lives of children;
* adult silence about boundaries and values;
* the fragmentation of many socializing systems;
* age segregation and the general disengagement of the public from building meaningful

connections with youth;
* the isolation of people of all ages within neighborhoods;
* over-exposure to the mass media;
* barriers to healthy development such as poverty, lack of access to programs and services,

and families ill-equipped to care for their children;
* fear of involvement by adults and a sense that youth are the responsibility of "someone

else"; and
* the too-common occurrence of schools, religious institutions, and other youth-serving

organizations not adequately equipped to be places of support, caring, and positive
challenge.

This combination of factors suggests, among other things, that we are losing our capacity to be
communities in which caring, connectedness, and a shared sense of purpose are common-place and a
commitment to children dominates public and private life.
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Promoting Developmental Assets

Assets are cumulative or additive--the more, the better. Search Institutes research has consistently
shown that the more assets young people have, the less likely they are to be involved in risk-taking
behaviors. And, multiple forms of thriving, such as school success, increase as assets increase. Given
the power of the developmental assets and their current state of disrepair, a commitment to asset
building should become a top priority. While many well-intentioned youth development efforts focus
on the consequences of asset depletion, unless we place major energy into rebuilding the asset
foundation for youth, the problems we now see will persist-and likely increase.

How do we begin the work of strengthening the developmental assets for all young people?
Through its work with communities across the country, Search Institute has identified six principles to
help guide the process.2

1. All young people need assets: White it is crucial to pay special attention to those who have the
least economically or emotionally, all children and adolescents will benefit from having more assets
than they now have.

2. Everyone can build assets: Asset development requires positive messages across a
community. All adults, youth, and children play a role.

3. It’s an ongoingprocess: Asset development starts when a child is born and continues through
high school and beyond.

4. RelatIonships are key: A central key to asset development is strong relationships between
adults and young people, young people and their peers, and teenagers and children.

5. Consistent messages: Asset building requires consistent, positive messages about what is
important.

6. Redundancy: Young people need to hear the same positive messages and feel support over and
over again, from many different people.

Asset-building communities mobilize people, organizations, institutions, and systems to take action
around a shared understanding of positive development. Figure 20 lists 35 characteristics of asset-
building communities. Ultimately, rebuilding and strengthening the developmental infrastructure in a
community is not a program run by professionals. It is a movement that creates a community-wide
sense of common purpose, places residents and their leaders on the same team moving in the same
direction, and creates a culture in which all residents are expected, by virtue of their membership in the
community, to promote the positive development of youth.

2 Adapted from Uniting Communitiesfor Youth. Mobuifring A? Sectors to Create a Positive Future by Dr. Peter L. Benson. Search
Institute, 1995.
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Taking Action

There is no single model for how a community-wide, asset-building initiative is launched and
sustained. however, certain dynamics appear essential. The movement requires a team of people-
representing all socializing systems and voices in the community including youth-to gather
information, plan, and take the lead in mobilizing the community’s asset-building capacity. We
recommend these general strategies for getting started:

Establish long-term goals and perspective-Use the information in this report to begin
developing a shared community-wide vision of increasing the asset base for all children and
adolescents. Strive to increase the average number of assets to 31 or more. Reaching this target cannot
be rushed or done with a single new idea or program. It will take a long-term commitment, multiple
and coordinated changes, and a passion for the vision that will sustain the efforts.

* Mobilize the public-A priority should be communicating the developmental assets and their
power to all residents of your community-including children and youth-on multiple occasions,
using a variety of media.

* Think intergeneratlonally-ln all communities, we have become too comfortable with
disconnected generations. Opportunities to connect old and young, adults and youth, teenagers and
children should be acknowledged and celebrated for their asset-building power.

* Expand the reach of family education-Families are a key source of developmental assets.
All parents and guardians need multiple opportunities to learn about, remember, and build
developmental assets. Agencies, schools, community education, religious institutions, the media,
public health, and other community-based organizations should work together to provide these
opportunities, with particular emphasis on promoting responsible fathering.

* Support and expand current asset-building efforts-Though they may not use the same
vocabulary, many people, places, and programs already build assets. They are found throughout
communities in neighborhoods, schools, parks and recreation programs, religious institutions, and
youth organizations. Recognizing, publicizing, and supporting these efforts, helps to reinforce their
commitment and inspires others to take similar action.

* Strengthen socializing systems-Though much asset-building occurs in daily, informal
interactions, neighborhoods, schools, religious institutions, youth organizations, and employers must
also become more intentional about asset building. Opportunities for training, technical assistance, and
networking should be made available in these settings.

* Empower youth to contribute-Many youth feel devalued by adults. And most report that
their community does not provide useflul roles for young people. It should become normative in all
settings where youth are involved to seek their input and advice, to make decisions with them, and to
treat them as responsible, competent allies in all asset-building efforts.
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