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F O R EWORD By Debra Delgado

The Annie E. Ca s ey Fo u n d ation has been wo rking to pro m o te the well being of vulnerable children for over 50 years now.

Our approach has evo l ved from our earliest act i v i t i e s, which we re pri m a rily to sponsor a camp for disadva ntaged children to 

l ater at tempts to find stable place m e nts for children in fo s ter ca re. In the 1980s, the Fo u n d ation shifted its focus towa rd 

i m p roving the effe ct i veness of institutions—f rom education to child we l f a re to juvenile justice. In the mid–90s the appro a c h

evo l ved even further to examine the inte r s e ction be tween child outcomes and co m m u n i ty co n d i t i o n s. Lessons learned from 

all of these inve s t m e nts have helped shape our curre nt approach that is based on the fo l l owing pre m i s e : Ch i l d ren and 

youth do well when their families do we l l , and families do be t ter when they live in suppo rt i ve neighbo r h ood s.

When it comes to wo rking with families who have young childre n , this premise is easily understood and applied by  pare nt s,

practitioners, policymakers and researchers. However, when we expand the age group to include adolescents, the premise

takes on new complexities and various questions and issues surface. For example, does it make sense to f ocus on families

when the stronger influences for teens seem to be their peers and the media? Or, how can we talk about the family 

context for teens that are in foster care or the juvenile justice system?

To begin to address these and other questions, the Foundation invited over 30 experts including practitioners, advocates,

policymakers and researchers who work with and on behalf of vulnerable youth and families to participate in two

Roundtable discussions. This report describes the k ey insights and recommendations derived through the dialogue,

highlights areas in which there seemed to be consensus and also offers suggestions for next steps.

We are grateful to all of the Roundtable participants for their willingness to challenge and be challenged by their 

colleagues. The Roundtables were successful only because each and every one of the participants came ready to roll 

up their sleeves and work. Thank you each for your contributions.

We also want to acknowledge and thank the consultants who developed the background papers for the Roundtable .

Lisa Be rg l u n d, Ge ri Peak and Ba r b a ra Sugland co l l a bo rated to prod u ce the Family St rengthening Youth Deve l o p m e nt

“w h i te pape r.” We also wa nt to ex p ress appre c i ation for Ma rg a ret Beale Spe n cer and her colleagues at the 

Gra d u ate School of Ed u cation at the Un i ve r s i ty of Pe n n s y l vania for their co nt ri b u t i o n , a paper examining the linkages 

be tween family deve l o p m e nt and youth deve l o p m e nt .

Fi n a l l y, s pecial thanks to the OMG staff, Manuel Gu t i é rrez and Amanda Be rg s on– Sh i l coc k , who skillfully org a n i zed 

and facilitated the Roundtables and, with Ma rg a ret Be rkey, p rod u ced this re po rt .

THE CO N T E XT FOR THE RO U N D TA B L E S

Over the past three years,the Casey Foundation has
funded a series of studies and meetings of experts to
begin to articulate the basis for Family Strengthening
Youth Development,an approach that attempts to
document and highlight the role,influences,and 
con tri buti ons of the family on po s i tive yo uth devel opm en t .
Concurrently, the Foundation has been paying special
attention to the needs of vulnerable youth in transition,
recognizing the commonality of issues facing youth in
foster care, youth who come to the attention of the
juvenile justice system, school dropouts, young welfare
recipients, and youth whose parents are incarcerated.
This report, a synthesis of two recent Roundtable 
discussions among practitioners, researchers and policy
m a kers , is inten ded to furt h er arti c u l a te a family–b a s ed
perspective for promoting youth development.

Casey’s New Focus on Families
The Roundtable discussions on Family Strengthening
Youth Development occurred in the context of the
Casey Foundation’s recent redirection of its work to
focus on families. As outlined by senior program 
a s s oc i a te Debra Del gado at the out s et of the discussion s ,
the Fo u n d a ti on’s lon gstanding interest in prom o ting 
the well–being of children and youth has expanded to
recognize the reality that young people are inextricably
tied to families as well as their communities. Casey’s
new overarching initiative,labeled Neighborhood
Transformation/Family Development, is based on a
deceptively simple premise: “Children do well when
their families do well, and families do better when they
live in supportive neighborhoods.” For the past three
and a half years, the Foundation has been making
investments in several areas to develop an integrated
framework that intertwines lessons from the fields 
of family support, economic development, systems 
reform, and community building.

During this time, the Foundation has also been
working to arti c u l a te a yo uth devel opm ent agenda wi t h i n
the broader context of strengthening families. This
agenda is being pursued through three distinct avenues,
the first of which is knowledge development. To this
end,the Foundation has convened leading experts 
from influential organizations in the field of youth 

development to develop an operational framework
to highlight the benefits that youth,families, and 
com mu n i ties can attain thro u gh en ga ging and mobi l i z i n g
parents to create youth–supporting environments.
Those involved in the effort include the Center for
Youth Development and Policy Research in the
Academy for Education and Development, the Center
for Applied Research and Technical Assistance,the
Urban Strategies Council,the National Governors’
Association,the Youth Development Institute in the
Fund for the City of New York, the International 
Youth Foundation (now named the Forum for Youth
Investment), Public/Private Ventures,the Search
In s ti tute , the Un ivers i ty of Wa s h i n g ton , and indepen den t
researchers. This approach has been labeled Family
Stren g t h ening Youth Devel opm ent ( F S Y D ) . A wh i te paper,
considered a “consensus” document, was produced
by the Center for Applied Research and Technical
Assistance, Inc.(CARTA) for the Casey Foundation.1

This document examines the range of strategies for
engaging families in existing youth development 
programs and articulates the FSYD approach.

Family St rengthening Youth Deve l o p m e nt Ro u n d t a b l e s

Summary of Roundtable discussion points:

• The FSYD framework recognizes the importance of grounding work with 
youth within the context of family and communit y.

• The family plays a critical role in youth development; various community
resources are needed to support the family in this role.

• There is a continuum of roles that families play in youth development programs,
ranging from minimal to deep integration in program activities.

• There is an important distinction between beginning with the family or with the 
program as the context for youth development that holds implications for 
program design and implementation.

• Different programmatic dimensions are required at different stages in a young 
person’s development;the nature and degree of family involvement in programs 
also needs to be age-appropriate because family functions e volve as young 
people grow and develop.

• The needs of vulnerable families and youth in transition pose additional 
challenges that underscore the importance of having a holistic program frame-
work integrating youth,family and community development.

Ove rview of 

1 "Exploring the Family’s Role in Youth Development Programs," CARTA,undated.
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According to this document,a review of practice,
research,and policy on the role of family in youth 
development identified a number of programs that 
have attempted to incorporate the family into youth 
development activities. These programs share a number
of common features, which are listed in the box below.

The second front on wh i ch the Fo u n d a ti on is work i n g
is that of putting theory into practice. Within the
Making Connections initiative,the centerpiece of
the Foundation’s Neighborhood Transformation/Family
Devel opm ent s tra tegy, the process of devel op i n g, p i l o ti n g,
and testing tools to help practitioners integrate family
strengthening and youth development work has begun.
This process is important not only in and of itself, but
also because it confirms the Foundation’s recognition
that this agenda cannot be advanced in isolation.
Rather, it is necessary to draw upon the wisdom and
insight of those whose voices are already influential in
the field. Two examples of FSYD applications in Making
Connections cities are the following: a partnership with
Providence, RI schools to integrate school–based youth
development and family strengthening activities,and 
a collaboration with Yo ut h Net in Ha rtford , CT to 

devel op a yo uth bu s i n e s s i n c u b a tor that incorpora tes 
f a m i ly and com mu n i ty con cern s .

And thirdly, the Foundation is also working to
promote this agenda among an array of other
grantmakers,including not simply those with an 
existing emphasis on youth, but also those whose 
focus is on long–term community change. This effort
stems from the fundamental belief that family–
s tren g t h ening yo uth devel opm ent is a way of
h elping to cre a te com mu n i ty ch a n ge .

R&D work on family–strengthening 
youth development (FSYD)
As mentioned above, an early outcome of the
Foundation’s initial work was the articulation and 
documentation of the FSYD approach. In a subsequent
paper, CARTA described FSYD as both an approach
for implementing positive youth development program
activities and a set of such activities, designed to directly
support the families of a program’s youth participants.
FSYD began as practice–based innovations, and as the
paper contends, it is both evolutionary in its extension
of youth development principles to families, and 
revo luti on a ry in bri n ging toget h er families and progra m
staff in a united effort to nurture young people.

Another influence on the Foundation’s thinking was 
a report produced by the Youth Development Institute
(YDI). This report emphasizes the burgeoning issue 
of integrating youth programs (including caring 
staff and mentoring relationships) with existing 
family resources. In particular, the report focuses on
the interplay between the goals that parents have
for adolescents,the goals youth programs have for
their participants, and the perceptions that 
organizations and parents have of each other.

Other work that the Foundation has drawn upon
includes research conducted on its behalf by the Search
Institute. Beki Saito, a consultant to the project and a 
participant on one of the Roundtables, noted that the
research findings overwhelmingly focused on the issue
of relationships. Surveys conducted with adults and
yo uth com mu n i ty re s i dents in low – i n come com mu n i ties 
demonstrated not only a common vision for what made
a desirable neighborhood, but a clear preference for
connection–making through personal relationships.

Common fe at u res of youth deve l o p m e nt prog rams involving a family co m po n e nt :

• Intentional, comprehensive, and inclusive efforts to involve the family

• A family–systems perspective, which considers family influence even when parents 
are not physically present

• A strong belief that family competence influences youth competence

• Different forms of outreach to meet family needs

• Involvement of family is core to the str ategy

Informal “family champions” might be tied to an 
institution such as the Salvation Army, a school or a 
hospital, or might be unaffiliated with any organization.
Regardless of their professional status, figures such as 
these were among the leading com mu n i ty strengths 
i den ti fi ed by residents. Saito described these community
connectors as “a tremendous resource for families.”

One other item the Foundation drew upon was 
Lisa Ber glu n d ’s re s e a rch and work as a technical 
a s s i s t a n ce provi der for Making Co n n e cti o n s. Ber glu n d
o ut l i n ed com pon ents of po s i tive yo uth devel opm en t
( su ch as fo s tering sel f – determ i n a ti on and bel i ef in 
the futu re ) , and suggested that the role of family–
strengthening youth development was to promote those
same qualities in all of the social environments around
yo ut h . She also de s c ri bed FSYD stra tegies and pri n c i p l e s .

Delgado acknowledged that there is tension among a
number of youth development practitioners who report
that they are already overburdened with having to
respond to the needs and concerns of young people,
making it difficult for them to envision expanding their
work to include families. The Foundation’s knowledge
development work aims to articulate the importance of
the connection between family development and youth
development and to develop tools that will facilitate
making that paradigm shift at the practice level.

DESCRIPTION OF RO U N D TA B L E S

Two Roundtable discussions were held at the Baltimore
offices of the Annie E. Casey Foundation in December
2001. Both discussions followed a similar format, in
which participants attended an informal dinner the
night before a more formal all–day session. The 
discussions followed a structured but flexible agenda
(see textbox). Manuel Gutiérrez of the OMG Center
and Debra Delgado of the Casey Foundation moderated
the sessions. The purpose of the Roundtables was not 
to seek consensus on a particular strategy but rather to
deepen understanding of the FSYD framework, to
explore further convergences between family and youth
development,and to offer recommendations to the
Foundation for its ongoing work in strengthening 
families to promote youth development.

There were 13 participants for the first Roundtable 
s e s s i on and 21 for the secon d . Pa rticipants were indivi du a l s
with significant expertise as researchers, practitioners,
policy makers , or program devel opers in the yo ut h ,f a m i ly,
a n d / or com mu n i ty devel opm ent aren a s . By design,the
Roundtables were set up to stimulate discussion across
fields as well as across professional ro l e s .( See the end 
of the report for a list of Ro u n d t a ble parti c i p a n t s . )

In preparation for the Roundtables,each participant
was provided with background material in the form
of two papers. The first was a 15–page document 
produced by the Center for Applied Research and
Technical Assistance (CARTA), referenced above. The
second was a more lengthy theoretical paper
commissioned by the OMG Center and produced by
Margaret Spencer and colleagues at the Graduate
School of Education of the University of Pennsylvania.2

Both Roundtable sessions were recorded and 
complete transcripts were prepared. This report
summarizes and integrates themes from both sessions.
While each session provided distinct conversations,
there was substantial thematic overlap across the 
sessions. To better facilitate understanding of these
themes and issues, the authors of this report have
ch o s en to integra te the findings from both Ro u n d t a bl e
sessions and present them in unified form.

“ FA M I LY S T R E N G T H E N I N G YO U T H D EV E LO P M E N T D E S C R I B E S

A P RAC T I C E–BA S E D EVO LU T I O N O F P O S I T I V E YO U T H

D EV E LO P M E N T A P P ROAC H E S W H E R E T H E I N VO LV E M E N T O F

FA M I L I E S I S WOV E N I N TO T H E M I S S I O N A N D P RAC T I C E

O F YO U T H D EV E LO P M E N T AC T I V I T I E S .”

GERI PEAK “Fa m i ly Strengthening Youth Deve l o p m e n t : A Position Pa pe r,”CA RTA ,I n c.

2. The CARTA paper, “Family Strengthening Youth Development:A Position Paper ,”
can be obtained from the Center at 410-625-6250;the Spencer paper,
“Multi-Systemic Perspectives on Family and Youth Development,” can be obtained
from OMG by contacting Margaret Berkey at 215-732-2200.

The Roundtables convened researchers, policy makers, and 
practitioners to examine the following questions:

• What is the role of the family in youth development? And in youth 
development programs? 

• What are the theoretical underpinnings for linking youth development
and family development?

• What are the multi–systemic issues related to vulnerable youth in transition 
and how do these issues inform the conceptual framework linking youth 
development and family development?



Role of Family in Youth Deve l o p m e nt

A major or ganizing theme of both Ro u n d t a ble discussions was the ex a m i n a ti on of the role of the family in yo uth 
devel opm en t . The discussions are or ga n i zed here under three disti n ct su b h e ad i n gs :f a m i ly functi on s ; dynamics of a ge ;
and invo lvem ent of families in yo uth devel opm ent progra m s .

FA M I LY FUNCTIONS

There was substantial agreement on the contribution
of the family to youth development in two broad
realms. First,there is a large body of research literature
supporting the family’s contribution to the child’s
growth and psychological well–being. Recent research—
such as the Adolescent Health Study—also emphasizes

the importance of parents and other adult relatives to
youth. Efforts to strengthen families with a goal of
youth development would need to enhance parents’
capacities to nurture and support their children. This
can be done either by changing the environment,
by teaching parents directly, or by combining both 
strategies. Second,participants noted the importance
of families in helping kids negotiate their relationships
with other s ocial insti tuti on s . This becomes an 
i m portant functi on in ado l e s cen ce , as kids at this age
begin to have ex peri en ces wi t h o ut their parents at thei r
s i de—with sch oo l s , with em p l oyers , with com mu n i ty –
based organizations. Moreover, this function becomes 
i n c re a s i n gly more important as kids get older. S tei n ber g3

characterized this function as “family management”
rather than parenting. The graphic at left is a 
representation of how the parenting function changes 
as youths progress into later adolescence.

All families need information,skills, supports,and
resources to rear their children. At the same time,
Pittman noted,families also need to help their young 
people get the information, develop the skills,identify
the supports, and connect to the resources that they
need to get where they are going. Youth development
programs attempt to address those youth needs,
although,as this report will note later, there is 
a great deal of variability in the extent to which
they engage families in their work.

When considering social class as a possible 
determinant regarding ability to perform the needed
family functions, Furstenberg noted that in his 
longitudinal study of Philadelphia families there were
no differences between low–income and middle–class
families when looking at the internal management 
function. That is, both groups manifested comparable
effectiveness, warmth,and internal control. However,
when examining the second major realm of family
functioning—management of the external world—

Early adolescence         Middle adolescence        Late  adolescence

High 
level

Medium 
level

Low
level

there were striking differences in what has become
k n own as “c u l tu ral capital,” or “s ocial capital.”
The re s o u rces that parents possess and the 
con n ecti ons that they can bring to bear are very 
i m portant for h elping yo uth learn how to manage 
t h eir ex ternal world. Not surprisingly, the study
also found that there is a greater availability of
programs and institutional resources for youth 
in middle–class neighborhoods.

Saito noted that, in a Search Institute study of
families in impoverished neighborhoods,the internal
function of the low–income family as far as values,
expectations,hopes, and desires is very similar to that 
of middle–class families. In terms of relationships to the
external world, however, low–income families are more
distrusting of external institutions. The fundamental
difference seems to be that low–income families’
con n ecti ons to insti tuti ons are of ten based on probl em s
and/or mistrust. Thomases reiterated that there are
family functions that are critical regardless of race,
culture, and class and that families need to be supported
to do these. When parents have difficulty exercising
those functions,there may be other adults that move
into those roles. This is a situation where youth 
organizations—acting as mediating organizations—
sometimes get into trouble with people who believe in
family support because the organization is perceived as
“trying to be a substitute parent.” Nevertheless, she
added, collective parenting is a powerful concept.

Several Roundtable participants also commented
on the importance of culture when examining 
family functions and roles. According to Perez,
immigrant Latino families manifest very strong family–
centered values. Since families are frequently divided
at the time of migration, family reunification remains 
a strong motivating force for many years and families
work hard to preserve ties with relatives who remain 
in their country of origin. Bruner also noted the 
important role that the extended family plays in
African–American families, which is different than 
what is seen in the dominant western European culture.
Participants reinforced the need for practitioners to
be sensitive to these cultural nuances in designing 
programs and delivering services.

DYNAMICS OF AG E

There was general agreement that, developmentally,
there are great differences in the life course of youth,
going from early adolescence to early adulthood.
Consequently, the roles of the family and the roles of
institutions differ across the youth’s developmental
stages. Roundtable participants stressed the importance
of articulating the dynamic interplay of developmental
needs,family functions, and needed institutional 
supports for each developmental stage.

Pittman remarked that,from a developmental 
perspective, we need to better understand how the roles
that families play in youth development shift, from
being the primary resource, to broker and advocate, to
monitor, and how those roles need to be supported. In
addition, according to Weiss,the process of autonomy
during adolescence involves important negotiations
within the family, as the youth moves into adulthood
and independent functioning. Dennis noted how
the age of true independence, both financial and 
psychological,seems to be continuously delayed in
today’s society. This, however, increases the level of
complexity in the family dynamics. Thomases also
noted that the developmental process is not just a task
of separation and autonomy; instead,it is an ongoing
task of renegotiating relationships. Furthermore,the
linkages change dramatically as we go up the age
spectrum of youth. According to Furstenberg, during
the transition to adulthood stage, parents have less to
offer their kids besides support and a home, when the

Figure 1 
Family Role in Relation to Age of Youth

“ TH E RO L E S T H AT FA M I L I E S A N D C O M M U N I T I E S P LAY I N

YO U N G P E O P L E’S L I V E S AC T UA L LY D O N’T D I M I N I S H W I T H

AGE — T H EY I N C R E A S E. AN D T H E I N F O R M AT I O N, S K I L L S ,

R E S O U RC E S , A N D S U P P O RTS T H AT FA M I L I E S A N D

C O M M U N I T I E S N E E D TO S U C C E S S F U L LY H E L P YO U N G P E O P L E

M A K E I T T H RO U G H T H I S T RA N S I T I O N A L S O D O N’T

D I M I N I SH — T H EY I N C R E A S E.” KAREN PITTMAN

3. Participants are identified here by their last names; for full
names and affiliations, please refer to the end of the report.

© OMG Center for Collaborative Learning 2002

Family involvement and
parenting — internal

Family management of
external influences and
relationships

“ IF W E A R E R E A L LY G O I N G TO B E FA M I LY F OC U S E D, W E

H AV E TO M A K E A N E F F O RT TO U N D E R S TA N D T H E FA M I LY.

TH I S I S O N E O F T H E S T RAT E G I C I N T E RV E N T I O N S W E

S H O U L D M A K E .” HEATHER WEISS
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kids are beginning to relate to other institutions 
such as the workplace or college.

Because of these considerations, participants 
urged the Fo u n d a ti on to come up with progra m m a tic 
s tra tegies that would be re s pon s ive to different 
ado l e s cent devel opm ental stages as well as to the 
corre s ponding family functi on need s.

I N VO LVEMENT OF FAMILIES IN 
YOUTH DEV E LOPMENT PRO G RA M S

Roundtable participants also examined the issue of
family involvement in youth development programs.
There was general agreement that there is a spectrum 
of youth development programs and that there is a 
con ti nuum of f a m i ly invo lvem ent within these progra m s .
At one end of the spectru m , yo uth devel opm ent 
programs define their purpose as providing supports
that are not available to youth because families are
unable to provide them. In this context,there is little
consideration to family involvement,as the youth
becomes the sole focus of the interventions. At the other
end of the spectrum, there are programs that strive
to integrate family support and youth development 
strategies. In these instances,families play active roles 
in program design as well as in program participation.

Sugland noted that, in the context of Family
Strengthening Youth Development, there should be
a range of family roles—partners, facilitators,
contributors, supporters, advocates,and participants.
With the family–oriented programs, there is an 
understanding that you can’t even consider trying to
work with a child or an adolescent in a family without
considering the family in the cultural context and in 
the community. Pittman also emphasized that there is 

a variety of roles that families can play in youth 
development programs. Some programs see families 
as barriers and some see families as resources, but
programs need to consider a range of relationships to
have with families and possess the capacity to meet the
family where they are in that space. Also, she added, it 
is important to recognize that one of the things that is
most powerful and needed in youth development is 
for families to better connect to other families. Youth 
development programs need to figure out how they
can facilitate that learning.

Some participants urged caution in trying to expand 
the re ach of yo uth devel opm ent progra m s . Several noted
the inherent challenges of involving parents in youth
activities. Kipke noted that, in her experiences as a 
program evaluator in Los Angeles, it was very difficult
to engage parents as they often worked two or three jobs
and were overstretched. Weiss also observed that there
seems to be unwillingness on the part of a lot of
organizations that serve children and youth to deal with
f a m i l i e s . Th eir pers pective appe a rs to be that if you open
the door to families, t h ere wi ll be ten s i on bet ween meeti n g
the needs of families and meeting the needs of youth.

The importance of stand–alone youth programs was
also emphasized. It was noted by several participants
that re s e a rch in many com mu n i ties places yo uth activi ti e s
above community priorities, as there are kids hanging
out with nothing to do and getting involved with gangs
and drugs. In the context of documented youth needs,
Halpern remarked that,in a modest way, just having
good after – s ch ool programs for kids is hel pful to families.

Other participants also noted how public systems 
and categorical funding drive program development,
which present huge challenges for bringing families 
into programs. As an example of a major policy shift 
affecting family involvement in youth development,
Thomases described how the Beacons initiative in 
New York City recently eliminated work with adults and
families, elements that had been core to the original
conception of the model. As a result, Beacon service
providers are likely to feel pressure to target programs
and interventions to youth only. While affected by
this new policy, Perez and Sister Mary Paul (directors
of Beacon programs) reiterated their agencies’
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commitment to working with families as they seek 
to support their children and youth.

As part of this discussion, Hill articulated an 
important distinction between the family as a context
for youth development and the program as a context 
for yo uth devel opm en t . In the form er, you start out wi t h
the family, reflect on the fact that family is the most
important thing to young people, and then develop a
range of supports and an environment that supports
that notion of family. In the continuum of entry points
for Family Strengthening Youth Development, one
needs to recognize that there are organizations that are
going to start with the family as the context and that
youth development and all the other pieces come out of
that lens. Then you will also have youth development
programs that are still primarily focused on engaging
the young person, but will attempt to engage family,
can figure out how family can be a resource, and can 
do things that support and get families comfortable.

There was general agreement that, presently, there
is not a strong practice base for Family Strengthening
Youth Development. As a practical step, it will be
important to look at what practitioners are doing and
to provide opportunities to enhance their skills in order
to make it possible to integrate various perspectives,like
con s i dering the role of the family in yo uth devel opm en t .
Steinberg recommended investing in evaluation in order
to have empirical evidence when examining the effects
of programs with different orientations. Weiss also 
recommended setting appropriate expectations about
what is the minimum set of resources necessary to
meet objectives. And,it will be important to focus on
the family, not on the program. If the focus is on
the family, then you need to support families’ efforts 
to nurture, rear the young person,and provide
necessary community resources.
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YOUTH DEV E LOPMENT AND FA M I LY
D EV E LO P M E N T: CO N C E P T UAL LINKAG E S

In preparation for the Roundtable discussions,the 
OMG Center commissioned a paper on the conceptual
linkages between youth development and family
development that was distributed in advance to
Roundtable participants. In this paper, Spencer and 
her associates discuss large conceptual models for
providing an overa rching fra m ework that define linkage s
between society, family, and youth development.

Spencer et.al. use Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
s ys tems theory as a starting point for looking at differen t
levels of environmental influence in terms of dynamic,
i n teractive sys tems of pers on – envi ron m ent rel a ti on s h i p s .
Built as a hierarchical model (seen below in Figure 2),
Bronfenbrenner discusses four different levels of
environmental influences on a person: micro–system,
meso–system, exo–system,and macro–system.

S pen cer et .a l .t h en expand Bron fen bren n er ’s model 
by introducing a fra m ework that spec i fi c a lly focuses on
devel opm ental processes while sti ll taking into acco u n t
mu l ti – s ys temic levels of envi ron m ental con tex t . Th e
S pen cer fra m ework provi des insight on the factors that
determine how yo uth vi ew and com preh end family, peer,
and soc i etal ex pect a ti on s , as well as their pro s pects for
com peten ce and su cce s s . The com pon ents of this fra m e-
work are detailed in the textbox at right. Following a 
d i s c u s s i on on the con ti nu o u s ,c yclical interacti on of t h e s e
f actors ,S pen cer et .a l . provi de several illu s tra ti ons of t h ei r
a pp l i ed model for va rious levels of envi ron m ental con tex t ,
examining influences on the family as well as family
f u n cti ons and processes that impact on yo uth devel opm en t .

The Spencer paper elicited further discussions on
the conceptual linkages between youth development 
and family development. Weiss noted how the 
Spencer framework advances our understanding of
the multiple systems impacting on youth development;
however, given the complexity of cross–system levels 
of analysis and scarcity of resources,she emphasized
the need to make strategic interventions. For her, a
priority intervention would consist of ensuring that 
professionals that come into contact with a child have
a solid understanding of the family. A good example 
of this, she noted,can be found in innovative teacher
training for parent and family involvement.

J. Williams remarked that it would be very helpful 
to track ,s i de by side , the principles and con ceptual 
f ra m eworks for youth, family, and community
development. Johnson also noted the importance of
looking at the literature in order to identify where
family development and youth development outcomes
intersect. Being able to learn from vulnerable families
whose children are “making it” would provide
invaluable information on those linkages,she added.
Brown emphasized the need to look more closely at
peer influences,as this factor seemed underdeveloped
in the Spencer model. Steinberg commented on the 
importance of the middle level in the ecological model,
as this involves a family’s ability to navigate various 
systems and the neighborhood environment on
behalf of t h eir young peop l e . He also poi n ted out the 
i m port a n ce of being able to describe the situation of
families with special needs in this framework.

As part of this discussion, Sugland offered that the
life cycle of families would be another critical factor
to consider in any framework,as this would provide
further insight into the family’s needs, capabilities,
and skills. Pittman agreed but also cautioned that the 
developmental stages of families are not necessarily
based on how old their kids are and argued for
looking at this factor from a conceptual level.

Several participants commented on the need to
invest in eva lu a ti on in order to test hypotheses and refine 
con ceptual formulations linking youth development 
and family devel opm en t . Hahn stron gly su gge s ted that
a ny con ceptu a l formu l a ti on should be gro u n ded by a
com pelling argument that would clearly spell out why
parents and guardians should be involved in the futures
of their young people.Lacking that compelling 
argument, he added, would lead to excessive theorizing
and definitional work, but would not advance
the youth development field.

For Furstenberg, that compelling argument can be
built by an increasing body of research that says that in
order to promote successful youth development, youth
need to be in contexts that have certain characteristics,
that are good quality, and that the role o f parents is to
place the kids in the right kinds of situations. He added
that the critical issue for parents in poor communities is
not acqu i ring knowl ed ge , but having access to re s o u rce s .
Steinberg, however, argued that, when talking about
adolescence,there is either a lack of parenting
i n form a ti on for parents or it is not well del ivered to 
p a rents who are seeking that inform a ti on . For him, t h en ,
i n terven ti ons should span a middle ground bet ween
d i rect su pport for building paren ting skills and 
adding re s o u rces to the com mu n i ty.

Expanding on this discussion, Blyth noted that one 
of the theoretical linkages that we do not understand 
well is how families contribute to both the creation of
enriching environments as well as the management of
the interface with those environments for their kids.
In poor neighborhoods,families do not have the 
financial resources to support enrichment opportunities
and ready access to those opportunities are lacking for
youth. In this context, parents would need to advocate
for the creation of those opportunities, facilitate access
to those opportunities,and ensure the retention of
those opportunities. Various strategies, then, including
parenting education might contribute to the 
elimination of existing barriers in those neighborhoods.
Making a linkage to the family support movement,
Bruner noted the importance of family resource centers
in creating points of congregation for families where
they can share experiences and create social networks.
He also pointed out the special challenge of kids 
with parents in prison (about one million and a half,
nationwide) and the importance of providing 
necessary supports and opportunities for those 
parents upon re–entry into society.

Identity Development Framework
The following components describe identity development
through the life course:

• risk vs. protective factors — contributors that may predispose 
individuals to adverse outcomes or that provide protection;

• stress — actual experiences that challenge one’s psychosocial 
identity and well–being as well as a vailable supports;

• reactive coping strategies — coping mechanisms for resolving 
stress, which could lead to adaptive or maladaptive solutions;

• emergent identities — how individuals view themselves within 
and between their various contextual experience;and 

• life stage outcomes — productive, such as positive relationships 
and high self–esteem,or adverse, such as incarceration and 
self–destructive behavior.

—Spencer et. al.,2001
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L i n kages 

Bronfenbrenner (1979,1989,1993),as cited in “Multi–Systemic Perspectives on Family
and Youth Development,”Margaret Beale Spencer, et. al.,2001
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YO U T H – FA M I LY – CO M M U N I TY LINKAG E S

Many participants in both Roundtable sessions 
emphasized the need to develop a holistic framework
that allows practitioners to work with youth,family,
and community at the same time. If the approach
is not holistic,there is the danger of taking a 
segment and ignoring the contributions, contexts,
and intersections with other spheres. The notion of
“nesting” youth, family, and community contexts was 
a prominent feature of this discussion. While these 
t h ree con texts are of ten uncon n ected by practi ti on ers ,
the graphic below assumes a high degree of
interconnectedness among the three spheres.

Sister Mary Paul noted that the family and youth 
linkage cannot happen except in a community context.
Kixmiller reinforced the notion that youth development
practitioners need to include youth in community and
family from the beginning. According to him,it is very
important not to isolate adolescents in a peer group 

without a community context that also includes adult
interaction. Several participants noted the importance
of learning from those who are doing it well. Thomases
referred to a present study of the Youth Development
Institute in New York City, which is examining the 
i n ters ecti on of yo uth devel opm ent and family devel opm en t
in programs such as the Center for Family Life, Alianza
Dominicana, and Rheedlen, considered leaders in the
field. Remarking on the importance of developing
sound outcomes for a holistic framework, J. Williams
added that practitioners run into difficulty when they
try to envi s i on a program that is going to produ ce yo ut h
outcomes, family outcomes, and community outcomes.

In looking for examples of the blending of youth 
development and family development, several 
participants noted the importance of working with
schools and opening school buildings for family
strengthening and youth development activities,
mirroring the original intent of Beacon Schools in 
New York City. As Sister Mary Paul noted,school 
buildings are often the best resources found in many
communities and these buildings ought to be
owned by the communities.

youth development family development

community development

interconnectedness

Vu l n e rable Fa m i l i e s / Youth In Transition 

For several years the Annie E. Casey Foundation has been investing in public system reform initiatives, including the
Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative, Family to Family, Urban Children’s Mental Health Initiative,and the Plain
Talk Initiative. Realizing there were a number of larger questions that program staff were seeing across initiatives,the
Foundation decided to step back and invest in a knowledge development agenda to help revise and guide their overall
strategy in family strengthening youth development. One of these crosscutting research questions attempts to learn
what happens to those young people being served in the “deep end”public systems as they get older and leave the
system. Finding out how, or if, the transitioning process helps kids move into a healthy adulthood has become a 
central component of the Foundation’s knowledge development efforts.

In working tow a rd this goa l , the Fo u n d a ti on has ex p a n ded its gra n tmaking in the last three ye a rs to inclu de programs that
su pport vu l n era ble families/yo uth in tra n s i ti on . This is a fairly new gra n tmaking area in gen eral within the ch i l d ren , yo ut h
and family fiel d . Inve s tm ents in improving tra n s i ti ons for vu l n era ble young adults focus on the five groups det a i l ed bel ow.

The knowledge development strategy in each area has been to discover what is working from the ground up, to look
at best practices as well as best examples of policy and system reform,and then explore the lessons of what happens
when young people transition out of these systems.

F RAMING THE ISSUES

Talmira Hill, formerly of AECF and now an 
independent consultant, has been working in this area
for several years, researching ways that systems have
an impact on these youth and their families and looking
at the intersection between youth development and
family development, and identifying strategies to
provide supports to these families.

In introducing the issue of vulnerable young adults 
in transition, Hill discussed how family strengthening
youth development has been especially challenging in 
a couple of ways. For example,if the young person has
been removed from his birth family by child welfare
services, then there may be multiple family contexts for
both the practitioner and the youth to deal with. These
could include more than one foster family, an adoptive
family, relatives who are caring for the youth, or a 
combination of these family contexts. Finding ways to
acknowledge all of these layers and support the needs of
that young person can be difficult.A second type of
ch a ll en ging situ a ti on arises in the case of young of fen ders ,
where the perception is frequently that the family itself
may form an environment that is contributing to
their kids’ trouble with the law.

Yet another challenge that was discussed by Hill
i nvo lves sch oo l – to – c a reer work force devel opm en t .

In an initi a tive being funded in Ba l ti m ore , yo uths referred
from the child welfare system or juvenile justice and
other public systems work part–time while continuing
their education. The goals of the program are to achieve
workforce development objectives while at the same
time have them be enriching academically. One of the
difficulties here has been balancing the needs of the
families with those of the yo ut h s . For ex a m p l e , a probl em
t hat youths needed help with from the com mu n i ty 
facilitators has been handling their paychecks when

Ca s ey inve s t m e nts in improving transitions for vulnerable young adults focus on:

• Out–of–school youths and youth workforce development, academic attainment,
pathways to post–secondary education, youth investment, economic 
opportunity for young people;

• Young adults leaving the foster care system;

• Young offenders transitioning out of the justice system: policies, practices,
and the system or formats that address the economic opportunities available
to young offenders;

• Young welfare recipients transitioning from welfare to work;and

• Ch i l d re n ,youth and families of inca rce rated pare nt s, and finding ways to suppo rt them.

Figure 3
Interconnectedness of Youth, Family and Community Contexts

© OMG Center for Collaborative Learning 2002
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young adults because the health care system can be so
difficult to navigate. Peak added that runaway homeless
youth, immigrant youth,and sexual minority youth also
have pressing needs as they transition out of public 
systems. Other participants pointed out that vulnerable
youth who are also parents need special supports.

Sugland also remarked upon the need for an 
additional layer of supports for youth who are moving
in and out of systems, since there may be policy and
other political issues that affect their ability to make the
necessary transitions. Sometimes the funds are there,
she noted, but ironically are not available to many kids
because of a ge or other legal re s tri cti on s . This prom pted
a discussion about the need for clear strategies that
could involve system reform as well as creating 
transitional supports to vulnerable youth. It was
acknowledged by several participants that there are
instances where family situations are dysfunctional 
and unsupportive of youth. Steinberg noted that there
is a small subset of families out there, usually in the
Juvenile Justice population, where it would probably
be to the kids’ benefit to weaken ties to the family.
However, Dennis remarked that, regardless of parental
problem behaviors, we should consider them as 
va lu a ble re s o u rces to their ch i l d ren because the
ch i l d ren wi ll go back to their parents if t h ey can do so.

THE VA LUE OF FA M I LY AND 
S U P P O RTIVE RELAT I O N S H I P S

Blyth shared insights and some parallels from other
research that could be of much use in the knowledge
development for youth in transition. He referred to
three important considerations.One is that youth who
are vulnerable or low functioning in some fashion
are the ones who most tend to regress or have initial 
problems when they face a transition. It’s not only that
they’re vulnerable but also that “they are differentially
vulnerable to the effects of transitions.” Secondly, it is
possible to achieve a better result if one is able to better
match the levels of supports that are provided before
and after the kid is being transitioned out of a system.
In a way, he added, it may be best to decrease supports 
a bit before the transition and increase them above

current levels afterwards, to even out the gap. Thirdly,
it would be desirable to provide supports that will not
be disrupted by the transition. This would involve, for
instance, engaging kids in programs that are not cut off
when they hit the transition point, where they will have
friendships and relationships that will continue past 
the transition, providing some stability and strength.
Another type of continuity that he recommends
involves bringing parents or other people back into
their lives, who can be something of a constant for
youths as they transition out of systems.

A view held by Lewis is that neighbors can be a 
c ri tical piece of these types of su pport . He feel s , h owever,
that they have less of an impact today than when he
grew up in an urban neighborhood, and believes that
finding ways to engage neighbors in the lives of youths
could help them feel they had more of an extended
family around them. Others responded in various ways
to this notion of increasing supportive relationships,
providing anecdotal examples as well as research
findings highlighting the benefits of supportive adult
relationships. Bruner referred to natural networks of
support that we recognize are important to people in
terms of making their lives meaningful, as well as 
connecting up economically, socially, and otherwise.
For a variety of reasons, these networks don’t generally
exist in poor, tough neighborhoods. However,
strategies can be devised to get people together in
neighborhoods and catalyze this activity. He added,
though,that this approach is not enough to tackle 
these very difficult issues,and will require additional
community supports if residents are going to be
able to assist in any meaningful way.

their income may be needed for the family as well as
themselves.A number of community facilitators have
expressed a need for more direction and support in
understanding how best to engage and work within 
the family context,particularly when the family
is very vulnerable or fragile.

Hill cited other issues, such as cultural perceptions
and understanding the relationship between the 
challenges f aced by a vu l n era ble adult and what re s o u rce s
a re ava i l a bl e . One qu e s ti on the initi a tive is stru ggling wi t h
i nvo lves figuring out whether these issues all come
together in the context of the family, or the program
and services that are offered, and to what extent the
community might be connected.

V U L N E RABLE YOUTH AND 
PUBLIC SYS T E M S

Several participants discussed the importance of getting
clear about the distinction between vulnerable youth 
and vulnerable youth in transition. Sugland expressed
her view that it would be problematic “to wait until 
someone is coming out of the juvenile justice system
to then figure out how we can provide family support.
We don’t want to wait until they are old enough to be
out of foster care to figure out how to provide support.”
She noted that vulnerable youth still need some kind 
of family support contact. This elicited some discussion
about the distinction between the two types of
vulnerable youth. Hill talked about how “the distinction
between the moment of transition and any time leading
up to that is not really important except for the fact that

if you’re trying to look at a strategic policy intervention,
the transition point for foster care or for juvenile justice
or any of these becomes an interesting strategic point 
to begin to raise all the questions about whether or not 
the system or any other community partner has been
building the supports in a developmentally appropriate
way for the transition to be successful.” She rem i n ded
p a rticipants that the State is no lon ger re s pon s i ble for
providing services to youth after the age of 18, or in
some cases 21, whether those youth are prepared or n o t ;
the disti n cti on bet ween vu l n era ble yo uth and yo uth i n
tra n s i ti on therefore becomes a matter of being stra tegi c
a bo ut policy issues and sys tem reform to bet ter su pport
these youth whose cases are closed by the State.

Following up on the needs of transitioning foster
care youth, Owens commented that in her work with
the newly begun Jim Casey Youth Opportunities
Initiative, the focus of the program is to support the
development of effective policies and practices to help
adolescents, ages 14 to 23, in foster care make successful
transitions into adulthood. Outcomes they are hoping
to have a positive impact on are health and mental
health, housing, education, employment,and personal
and community engagement. Youth engagement is
intended to be the “cornerstone” of the initiative, which
will focus on five sites—Atlanta, Kansas City, St. Louis,
Nashville and Los Angeles, chosen because of its 
large percentage of youth in foster care.

Other participants talked about how vulnerable 
yo uth in tra n s i ti on should inclu de ad d i ti onal pop u l a ti on s .
Steinberg discussed how youth with serious mental 
illness and those with chronic physical illnesses or
d i s a bi l i ties could be espec i a lly vu l n era ble as they becom e
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At different times in the Roundtable discussions 
participants grappled with Casey Foundation language,
seeking a clearer understanding of key terms. For
instance,there was concern with the use of “family
s tren g t h en i n g,” as there was the con n o t a ti on that families
are weak and may need “fixing.” Furstenberg suggested
that instead of “family strengthening,” the emphasis
should be on “family partnerships” or “family alliances”
between community, institutions,and families since the
Casey’s strategy is not fundamentally about changing
families, but about changing communities. Bruner also
noted that there are many strong families in poor,
to u gh nei gh borh ood s , but there is a lack of opportu n i ti e s
in those neighborhoods. Peak clarified that the family
strengthening youth development term came from
CARTA’s work, relating family development and youth
development in a community context and s tre s s ed that
“s tren g t h en i n g” is not abo ut fixing families.

Delgado noted that the emerging understanding of
the linkages between family development and youth 
development may be best expressed by the term “family
strengthening to promote youth development,” with 
an emphasis on the “to.” Pittman,however, cautioned
against making complex titles out of efforts to integrate
various perspective,as this could lead to confusion
among practitioners.She added that what was 
important was to create a movement that would help
practitioners progress toward a common goal.

L a n g u a g e Moving Fo rwa rd 

The two Roundtables sponsored by the Casey
Foundation provided a rare opportunity for a diverse
group of community, family, and youth experts to
discuss the basis, benefits,and challenges in the 
a rti c u l a ti on of a family – b a s ed pers pective for prom o ti n g
youth development. The Family Strengthening Youth
Devel opm ent (FSYD) fra m ework repre s ents an evo luti on
of po s i tive yo uth devel opm ent approaches that recogn i ze s
the importance of grounding work with youth within
the context of family and community. Although the
Ro u n d t a ble discussions did not seek to ach i eve con s en su s
on the FSYD framework, there was overwhelming 
support among participants for its basic premises: the
family plays a critical role in youth development and 
various community resources are needed to assist 
the family as it endeavors to provide supports and 
opportunities for its young people.

While there was enthusiasm for the integrative
perspective offered by the FSYD framework, the
Roundtable discussions elicited different viewpoints
and experiences on the subject of how to design and
implement specific strategies. The range and breadth of
discussion in the Roundtables attests to the challenges
inherent in FSYD program approaches. Although
acknowledging a continuum of roles that families can
play in youth development programs—ranging from
no role at all to the integration of parents and youth in
program activities—there was agreement that very few
existing programs provide the latter integrated frame-
work. An important distinction was made between
starting out with the family or with the program as the
context for youth development. If the family is the
starting point, then the program represents a youth
development resource for the family. And,from that
perspective,it would follow that closer ties must be
built bet ween programs serving yo uth and their families.
This pers pective cert a i n ly carries many implem en t a ti on
ch a ll en ge s , as it has not been the prevailing 
f ra m ework for yo uth devel opm ent progra m s .

Roundtable participants expressed general agreement
with the noti on that different progra m m a tic dimen s i on s
are required at different stages in a young person’s
development. Since family functions shift in response 
to the young person’s developmental stage,the nature
and degree of family involvement in youth programs
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S T RAT E G Y, A BO U T W H E R E YO U C O N N E C T A N D H OW YO U C O N N E C T W H E N YO U WA N T TO D O S YS T E M S

C H A N G E I N A C O M M U N I T Y.” RICHARD MURPHY

R E F RAMING THE WORK WITH 
PUBLIC SYS T E M S

Fair cautioned against trying to find new ways to
describe what we already know. As someone working
with a new mayoral administration in Philadelphia, he
n o ted the inherent ch a ll en ges in devel oping an integra ted
vision of children and youth programs. As a public 
system administrator, he indicated that it would not be
helpful to force systems into “some new fad or to force
us in a new direction,” as this could lead to confusion
and further fragmentation of services. Furthermore,he
also emphasized that programs designed to assist those
in the field with integrating family development services
and youth development services would only be useful 
if they are grounded in existing efforts.

On the same subject, Kleinbard felt that by
identifying and naming what is happening within the
youth in transition area, those working in the field gain 
a sense of greater control over the issues, and perhaps
an enhanced ability to resolve them. He cautioned,
however, “that’s not to say there’s not a need to address
some of the other issues of building knowledge about
impact and adjusting the policy. But you don’t need
a whole new program here.”

As an overall comment on the Foundation’s
overarching strategy, Furstenberg stated his agreement
that a holistic or comprehensive approach involving
multiple systems would work best. Also important,he
added, would be the need for a long enough period to
allow an approach that follows youth over time. Both of
these conditions will be necessary to build stability in
families and provide enough opportunity for youths 
to begin healthy adult lives.
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will need to be appropriate for the particular 
developmental stage. The challenges of applying the
FSYD framework to a subgroup of vulnerable families
and youth in transition also received considerable 
attention during the Roundtable discussions. The 
circumstances of these families and the needs of youth
in transition underscored the importance of developing
a holistic framework that integrates youth,family,
and community development.

As the Casey Foundation moves forward in the 
further articulation and implementation of the 
FSYD framework, Roundtable participants offered
the following recommendations.

At the conceptual level:
• Continue to elaborate on the premise of the 

FSYD framework—young people grow in families 
and communities.

• Continue to define the linkages and interfaces
between youth development,family development,
and community development.

• Articulate a compelling case statement for the 
benefits of FSYD that will generate a catalytic 
agenda for the field.

At the knowledge development level:
• Continue to facilitate conversations across fields,

disciplines, and professional backgrounds in order to
stimulate integrative strategies.

• Identify and document the efforts of agencies that are
already implementing an integrative framework, linking
youth,family, and community development.

• Fund evaluation research to provide solid empirical
basis for FSYD outcomes.

• Link to existing research studies and research networks
addressing issues directly relevant to the FSYD agenda.

At the practitioner level:
• Develop tools to enhance understanding and facilitate

implementation of the FSYD framework.

• Provide opportunities for training that focus on the
FSYD framework.

• Provide opportunities for peer–to–peer learning,
relying on expertise developed by existing agencies 
that already provide an integrative framework for
addressing youth development issues within the 
context of family and community.
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