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Thriving and Spirituality Among Youth: Research Perspectives and Future Possibilities is an
important book. It combines innovative ideas and careful research based on a creative
theoretical model for positive youth development set out by Richard Lerner and colleagues
R. W. Roeser and E. Phelps (2007) in an earlier book. The research described in the current
book combines qualitative and quantitative multimethod approaches applied toward an
understanding of positive youth development that features spirituality in relation to a number
of diverse types of variables.

This is a timely yet sparsely explored subject in studies of youth development. In the
preface the editors appropriately credit, as the source of this work, a large study supported
by the John Templeton Foundation, The Role of Spiritual Development in Growth of
Purpose, Generosity, and Psychological Health in Adolescence, that spawned five
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substudies, each with varied foci—physiological, psychological, and behavioral/cultural.
Positive youth development was a subject close to the heart of the late John Templeton.

Although the research discussed in the book is mostly cross-sectional, the diversity of
topics, approaches, methods, and cultural contexts (in the last section) provides an
informative map of entry into this insufficiently explored topic. There is a great need for a
positive approach to youth development at a time of increase in behavior problems and
violence among youths. And beyond scholarly and practical considerations, there is the
fascinating, important observation by Rick Little in the foreword: “For me, it is also
important to underscore the transcendent mystery of the spirit life itself” (p. ix).

The 14 chapters of this book are arranged in three sections—Biological Contexts,
Individual and Psychological Contexts, and Social and Cultural Contexts—sandwiched
between a foreword and an afterword. I have selected brief highlights from a few chapters
that contain some of the theoretical perspectives I found most interesting. Another reader’s
selections could be quite different but equally interesting, based upon new directions on this
topic.

Biological Pathways to Youth Well-Being

In Chapter 2 Urry, Roeser, Lazar, and Poey describe their use of brain imaging of college
students to explore how religious/spiritual practices might be linked with well-being. They
report on how meditation is related to emotion regulation, suggesting that activation of the
prefrontal cortex (PFC) provides an individual metric that reflects emotion regulation ability.
The researchers looked directly at cognitive reappraisal that can change negative feeling
states (or pleasant ones) and found that, with more meditation practice, there was higher PFC
activation during cognitive reappraisal; higher PFC activation is associated with positive
emotions that occur in daily life.

One might note that the large-scale meditation studies such as those of Herbert
Benson and colleagues at Harvard did not yield significant differences in most measures of
well-being among persons who meditate regularly. Nevertheless, in this study, the
introduction of cognitive reappraisal adds a measure (and a process) that has good potential
as a marker of mood regulation, as demonstrated by the very popular and widespread use of
cognitive therapy modalities. This perspective also reflects some of the newest studies of
brain imaging and emotion such as those by Richard Davidson (Davidson & Begley, 2012)
described in his newest book, The Emotional Life of Your Brain: How Its Unique Patterns
Affect the Way You Think, Feel, and Live—And How You Can Change Them. Davidson’s
research on how brain circuitry underlies emotion strongly suggests that interventions such
as meditation and cognitive behavior therapy permit people to change their emotional style.



Unfortunately, Urry and colleagues admit to only marginally significant results in
their study and to the need for larger samples, which is difficult and expensive, given the use
of brain imaging. Yet the reader is left convinced of the value of the question of the effect of
meditation on emotions and of the utility of future explorations.

Psychological Contexts of Positive Youth Development

Feldman and colleagues Abo-Zena, Roeser, and Alberts Warren explore in Chapter 7
religious conversion during adolescence and early adulthood, which they define as “marked
by a shift from one religion to another or by a change from being nonreligious to being
religious” (p. 130). This chapter is largely based on an analysis of three cases of youths who
were nonpracticing but of Jewish or Christian affiliation and who took on a Muslim religious
identification. The theme of the research was twofold: to explore the relationship between
religious conversion and aspects of positive youth development, and to look at the possibility
that religious conversion is related to spiritual transformation, defined as psychological and
behavioral changes in the youth’s spirituality.

The authors briefly discuss the variations in conversion behavior in general, whether it
is gradual or sudden, whether there are personality correlates, and the extent of
change—aspects that seem to vary in various studies. Of interest, cognitive factors seem
unrelated. Adolescence is described as an extremely sensitive period regarding religious
exploration and therefore a likely time for religious questioning and conversion. However, as
the authors note, there is only scant literature on youth conversion. This is a relatively new
and little-explored area for research that could open further avenues of positive youth
development.

Feldman et al. interviewed a sample of 60 ethnically and religiously diverse high
school students from which three cases (two girls and one boy), individuals who converted
to Islam in the post-9/11 period, were singled out for special analyses. They compared the
responses of these three youths with those of 22 students, all of whom completed a
semistructured interview, a sentence completion exercise, a life narrative task, an adult
attachment style instrument, and a survey that included Phinney’s Ethnic Identity Scale.

There were few differences between the converted students and the larger sample of
community-involved students, so the authors explored detailed case histories of the three
students. However, they found little resemblance or parallels among them as a group. The
authors admit to methodological faults and limitations of their approach but indicate that
there is “evidence to support the relationship between religious conversion and positive
youth development” (p. 161). The three students gave reasons for their religious conversion
that were “positive and growth seeking” (p. 161).



I agree with these authors in regard to the positive value of research into religious
conversion among youths, particularly as it appears to be of high psychological, civil, and
political importance in some cultures in the Third World (especially Middle Eastern
countries). Whether it contributes to positive youth development, such as youths having
greater concern with community in the context of a hoped-for positive and peaceful state of
the world, is still an open question that awaits much more work. Conversion in the Islamic
world (or in communities in the fundamentalist Christian world) can have negative results.
This chapter functions to promote interest in the process and outcome of conversion, for
which we have limited knowledge, even for adults.

Social and Cultural Contexts of Positive Youth
Development and Spirituality

In Chapter 12, Suárez Orozco, Singh, Abo-Zena, Du, and Roeser explore an old question
and use their previously collected data to look at newer data on the relationship between
religion and social support among immigrant-origin, recently arrived youths from five
countries. The authors’ methodological approach combined quantitative profiles of parents’
religious participation as context with qualitative data based on youths’ reports on the
significance of religion and spirituality in their lives.

The researchers looked at religious identity as a mediator, as well as peer associations
and social support, in order to predict a youth’s well-being, purposefulness, and degree of
risk behavior. They were thus able to draw upon two studies and ample narrative and
quantitative data to conclude that there is “evidence that religion is indeed important for
immigrant youth and that religious involvement and participation in religious communities
are associated with positive outcomes” (p. 280).

This is one of the better documented studies in the literature on this topic, but the
authors do not provide any detail about the nature of the specific religious experiences and
spirituality that relate to positive developmental outcomes. One might ask, for example,
what are the spiritual paths that attract immigrant youths, and what is gained from them? Of
what do these experiences consist?

Despite this caveat, it must be recognized that the authors’ concluding discussion of
future research suggests directions that would remedy this lack to some extent. They
mention longitudinal studies of conversion, developmental trajectories, and an assessment of
outcomes of religious behavior, such as optimism, future outlook, degree of risk behavior,
academic engagement, and purposefulness.



Conclusions and Comments

I found a number of praiseworthy aspects of this collection of research reports. Apart from
the importance of the topic of positive human development in youths in contrast to the huge
number of studies on negative development leading to violence and risk behavior, this book
documents the first stages of scholarly exploration based on the roles of spirituality and
religion in youths’ lives that are potentially promising for the prevention of risk behavior.
The wide range of creative designs and mixed methodological approaches is of interest as
ways to explore the relatively new topics of spirituality and religion in youth developmental
studies. Case studies and other qualitative methods are aligned with survey and statistical
approaches within psychological, biological, and sociocultural interdisciplinary perspectives.

Careful attention to cultural context is rare in the fledgling literature on spirituality
and religion among youths but is here illustrated by careful consideration in the studies in
the third section of this book that include Chinese youths, several immigrant youth groups,
and Muslim American youths. Research into the biological bases of positive development
and spirituality is even rarer; this book provides a valuable beginning for that endeavor as
well.

In the afterword Pamela Ebstyne King briefly describes the recent—about
10-year—history of the focus on youth development through religion and spirituality. King
notes the importance of the fact that “the research represented in this volume explicitly
focuses on deepening an understanding of adolescent spirituality, both inside and outside
religious traditions as it relates to positive youth development and generosity” (p. 334).

The common underlying theme of this body of work, that of the positive value of
transcendence in one’s life, is intriguing and significant to a world of many troubled youths
who lack a positive orientation for their lives and endeavors. It has parallels in the literature
on adult spirituality but only a beginning in the present body of research into youth
spirituality.
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