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Abstract

The scholarship that Fred W. Vondracek and his colleagues
and students produced in the early to mid-1980s
contributed in fundamental ways to framing a vision for
both the process-relational paradigm and for relational
developmental systems (RDS) metatheory-based models
of human development derived from it. We provide an
overview of RDS metatheory and review Vondracek’s

vision for developmental science, explaining that his use
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of a model of individual & context relations enabled
depiction of how an individual’s contributions to his or her
context might be a source of the person’s own positive,
healthy development. We illustrate the usefulness of such
individual <& context models through a discussion of
the Lerner and Lerner “Five Cs” model of positive youth
development. This illustration affords the conclusion that
the career contributions of Fred Vondracek enrich the
ability of developmental scientists to describe, explain,
and optimize the development of diverse individuals
across the life span.

Keywords: relational developmental systems metatheory,
individual < context relations, positive youth develop-

ment, life-span development, optimization.

Introduction

In the early and mid-1980s, the case still needed to be
made that human development should be conceptualized by
models that emphasized mutually influential relations between
individuals and contexts (Lerner, Hultsch, & Dixon, 1983).
Even more, it was necessary to argue that development should
not be reduced to either a biogenic, psychogenic, or socio-
genic interpretation of these relations (Lerner, 1978, 2012).
The challenge was to forward a model of development that
avoided the conceptual pitfalls and counterfactual empirical
assertions of models that derived from the Cartesian split
paradigm and privileged biology, psychology, or sociology
as the primary source of human development, while also
acknowledging the importance of person-context fusion
(Overton, 2015).
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At this writing, these paradigmatic and metatheoretical
issues are largely settled in developmental science (Lerner,
Agans, DeSouza, & Hershberg, 2014; Overton & Lerner,
2014). As we will discuss, a process-relational paradigm has
become preeminent within developmental science, and it
provides a framework for a relational developmental systems
(RDS) metatheory (Overton, 2015). These current conceptual
foundations of developmental science theory have evolved
across several decades of theoretical debates and theory-
predicated interpretations of developmental data (e.g., Lerner,
2012; Lerner, et al., 2014; Overton, 2015). Fred Vondracek
contributed in fundamental ways to framing the debates and
research involved in this history. The scholarship that he and
his colleagues and students contributed to developmental
science in the early to mid-1980s provided a vision for both
the process-relational paradigm and for the RDS-based models

of human development derived from it.

Fred Vondracek’s Vision for Developmental Science

In the context of focusing on the substantive area of
vocational/career development, Fred Vondracek and his col-
laborators (e.g., Vondracek & Lerner, 1982; Vondracek, Lerner,
& Schulenberg, 1983a, 1983b, 1986) proposed a conceptual
model that offered what was, at the time, a new model for
understanding all facets of development across the life span.
They proposed what was then termed a developmental con-
textual approach to human development (e.g., Lerner, 1978),
a conception that would later be understood as an instance
of RDS metatheory (e.g., Lerner, 2004, 2006; Overton, 2013,
2015). Vondracek and colleagues (1986) emphasized that this
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approach “recognizes the changing character of the individual’s
social, physical, and cultural milieus ... [and argues that] devel-
opment can be understood only from a relational perspective
that focuses on the dynamic interaction between a changing
(developing) individual in a changing context” (p. 5).

Drawing on the relational conception of human development
that forms the foundation of RDS-based models Vondracek and
his colleagues emphasized the mutually influential individual
<& context relations that constitute the basic process in such
models. In turn, Vondracek and his colleagues forwarded
arguments and evidence that, together, indicated that the
focus on such dynamic relations between individuals and their
contexts required the adoption of a systems view of those
relations. They argued that individual < context relations
were embedded in the multiple and integrated levels of
organization comprising the ecology of human development
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Schneirla, 1957) — for instance, levels
that “focus primarily on the individual (e.g., molecular biology/
genetics, physiology, and psychology) with those that focus
primarily on the group (e.g., social psychology, sociology, and
anthropology)” (Vondracek, et al., 1986, p. 6). The relation
among variables from these multiple levels of organization
necessitated a systems view of the individual < context
relations involved in behavior and development. Vondracek, et
al. went on to explain that the “ultimate result of embracing an
interdisciplinary, system-theory type view of ... development
will be a shift from simplicity to complexity” which, in turn,
will not “lend themselves to simple research designs or easy
approaches to measurement” (1986, p. 6).

This argument underscores the essential link between RDS-
based models and methods that would become a hallmark of

developmental science three decades later (e.g., Molenaar, et
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al., 2014; Overton, 2015). Vondracek, et al. offered a conceptual
framework for understanding the multiple levels of organization
within the ecology of human development, and the complex,
systemic relations among them that would need to be a focus
of theoretical and conceptual methodology required to advance
the understanding of human development across the life span.
As we have noted, Vondracek and his colleagues built their
ideas in part on the scholarship of Urie Bronfenbrenner (e.g.,
1979, 2005), whose bioecological theory of human development
would also be understood in later decades to be an exemplar
of RDS-based models (e.g., Lerner, 2002; Lerner, et al., 2014;
Overton, 2015). As such, Vondracek and his colleagues not only
pointed to the several levels involved in individual structure
and function, but also paid particular attention to differentiating
among the contextual levels of organization involved in human
development. Vondracek, et al. (1986) emphasized that “the
social (including political and economic), physical, and cultural
milieu must be considered” (p. 7) in studying development.
However, and emblematic of the RDS-based ideas that were
being presaged, they emphasized that such a contextual focus
also needs to be understood as development and, in particular,
relational development. That is, human development does not
involve a changing individual unfolding in a static context. To
the contrary, the relational systems conception of development
forwarded by Vondracek and his colleagues elucidated that
both the individual and the context were changing and that
they were changing interdependently across the course of life.
To understand the implications for the quality and outcomes
of such individual-context interdependence, Vondracek, et
al. (1986) drew on the work of J. Lerner (e.g., 1983; Lerner,
Baker, & Lerner, 1985) in regard to goodness-of-fit models

of these relations.
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Using such a model of individual < context relations,
Vondracek and his colleagues were able to depict how an
individual’s contributions to his or her context might be a source
of the person’s own positive, healthy development. They argued
that when there was a goodness of fit (or, in other words, a
match or congruence) between an individual’s specific set of
physical, cognitive, affective, or behavioral attributes and the
demands of the context within which he or she was developing,
then positive development would be likely to occur. Therefore,
differences in the course of positive human development could
be associated with variation in the fit between the individual
and his or her contexts. In addition, a focus on the individual
and contextual attributes that were involved in such variation
afforded ideas about how developmental science could be
applied to individuals, contexts and, most importantly, individual
& context relations to optimize human development (Baltes,
Reese, & Nesselroade, 1977; Lerner, 2012). Indeed, Vondracek,
et al. (1986) discussed such applications through the lens of
what they termed human development interventions. They
explained that such efforts must be viewed as attempts “to
change something (systematically and deliberately) that is
already changing without these special efforts — albeit not
necessarily in the direction desired” (p. 150).

Accordingly, to optimize the course of human development,
Vondracek, et al. (1986) explained that attempts to apply de-
velopmental science to enhance the course of human life must
be predicated on an understanding of “the history, the present
status, and the future goals and aspirations of the individual,
as well as the past, present, and future (aspired to) contexts
within which the individual has been, is, or may be functioning”
In short, from this perspective, the evolving dynamic between

an active individual and his or her changing contexts must be
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the focus of attempts to describe, explain, and optimize human
development. This intellectual vision that Fred Vondracek had
for the study of human development reflects — and indeed
foretold - a framework for theory, research, and application
that has been realized in contemporary developmental science.
In the next section of this chapter, we describe how this vision
has been instantiated in the formulation of the RDS metathe-
ory, and we offer an example of work within our laboratory

illustrating its empirical usefulness.

The Relational Developmental Systems (RDS) Metatheory

From the late 1960s through the first half of the second
decade of the 21st century, the study of human development
evolved from a field dominated by reductionist (psychogenic or
biogenic) approaches to a multidisciplinary scholarly domain.
Just as Vondracek envisioned in his developmental contextual
approach, the goal of this multidisciplinary scholarship is to
integrate variables from biological through cultural and historical
levels of organization across the life span into a synthetic,
coactional system (e.g., Elder, Shanahan, & Jennings, 2015; Ford
& Lerner, 1992; Gottlieb, 1998; Lerner, 2012). Prior, reductionist
accounts of development that adhered to a Cartesian dualism
disentangled facets of the integrated developmental system
(Overton, 2015). For instance, reductionist views typically
elevated the importance of such split formulations as nature
versus nurture, continuity versus discontinuity, stability versus
instability, and basic versus applied science (Lerner, 2002).

Such split approaches are rejected by proponents of theo-
ries derived from RDS metatheory which, in turn, are derived

from a process-relational paradigm (Overton, 2015). Overton
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(2015) explains that, as compared to a Cartesian worldview,
the process-relational paradigm focuses on process (systematic
changes in the developmental system), becoming (moving from
potential to actuality; a developmental process as having a
past, present, and future; Whitehead, 1929/1978), holism (the
meanings of entities and events derived from the contexts in
which they are embedded), relational analysis (assessment of
the mutually-influential relations within the developmental
system), and the use of multiple perspectives and explanatory
forms (employment of ideas from multiple theory-based models
of change within, and of, the developmental system). Within the
process-relational paradigm, the organism is seen as inherently
active, self-creating (autopoietic), self-organizing, self-regulating
(agentic), nonlinear/complex, and adaptive (Overton, 2015).

In turn, within the RDS metatheory, the integration of differ-
ent levels of organization frames the understanding of life-span
human development (Overton, 2015). The conceptual emphasis
in RDS-based theories is placed on mutually-influential relations
between individuals and contexts (i.e., individual < context
relations), or as Vondracek posited, the evolving dynamic re-
lations between an active individual and his or her changing
multilevel context. These relations vary across place and time
(Elder, Shanahan, & Jennings, 2015); the “arrow of time,” or
temporality, represents history, which is the broadest level
within the ecology of human development. History imbues all
other levels with change. Such change may be stochastic (e.g.,
non-normative life or historical events; Baltes, Lindenberger,
& Staudinger, 2006) or systematic, with the latter constituting
a potential for plasticity across the life span.

As explained by Lerner (1984, 2002), the concept of plasticity
was emphasized by developmental scientists interested in coun-

tering the idea of fixity in human development, such as fixities

62



purportedly imposed by genetic inheritance or neuronal “hard
wiring.” Accordingly, the idea of plasticity arose to denote the
capacity in human development for systematic and relatively
continuous changes, as compared to stochastic (random) and
short-term changes. As also described by Vondracek, systematic
change can arise through individual <& context relations that
are either ontogenetically or historically normative or from
non-normative life or historical events (Baltes et al., 20006).

A recent empirical example of the importance of the distinc-
tion between plasticity in development versus developmental
fixity comes from the study of epigenetic changes (e.g., Misteli,
2013). This scholarship illustrates that the genes received at
conception (i.e., the genotype) are not a fixed blueprint for
development. Genes are constantly getting turned on and off
across the life span and most of this activity is stochastic and
short-term (and of largely unknown origin; Misteli, 2013).
However, epigenetic changes are enduring, systematic, and even
cross-generational (Cole, 2014; Meaney, 2010, 2014; Misteli,
2013; Slavich & Cole, 2013). In short, in developmental sci-
ence, we reserve the term plasticity for denoting the capacity
for relatively enduring changes in the developmental system.
Although Vondracek was not concerned with epigenetics at the
time, it should not go unstated that he helped set a precedent
here — to capitalize on the plasticity of (or to optimize) human
development, one must intervene on the system or on individual
& context relations as opposed to changing the individual or
context independent of one another.

Indeed, theories derived from RDS metatheory focus on the
processes that govern, or regulate, exchanges between (the
functioning of) individuals and their contexts. Brandtstidter
(1998) termed these relations “developmental regulations” and

noted that, when developmental regulations involve mutually-
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beneficial individual < context relations, they are adaptive. To
understand what makes developmental regulations adaptive,
one needs both conceptual and empirical criteria. Conceptually,
developmental regulations are adaptive when, and only when,
they are beneficial to the maintenance of positive, healthy
functioning of the components of a bidirectional relation (e.g.,
both individual and context) (Brandtstidter, 1998; Lerner, 2004).
Empirically, assessments of positive and/or healthy functioning
must be conducted with the recognition that contexts are
complex (e.g., they exist at multiple levels of organization as,
for instance, denoted by Bronfenbrenner’s [1979] notions of
the micro-, meso-, exo-, and macro-systems within the ecology
of human development). Individuals cannot necessarily act in
ways that benefit all levels and all components of the context
at all times and places (Elder et al., 2015).

Thus, one may need to treat adaption not as a categorical
concept (as something that either exists or not) but, instead,
as a multivariate concept composed of ordinal or interval
dimensions (Lerner & Callina, 2014). As such, researchers
studying adaptation would ask questions such as, how beneficial
is the developmental regulation (the individual & context
relation) for specific people or specific social institutions of
the context, at specific times and in specific places (e.g., see
Bornstein, 2006)? In all analyses, however, developmental
regulations are the fundamental feature of human life; indeed,
all life exists through bidirectional exchanges with the physical
and/or social contexts (Darwin, 1859; Tobach & Schneirla, 1968).
Among humans, these exchanges involve physiological systems
and functions (e.g., respiration or circulation), behaviors (e.g.,
social affiliation and cooperation, as might be involved in
protection, hunting, and scavenging; Johanson & Edey, 1981), and

both organismic self-regulation (e.g., hypothalamic functioning)
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and intentional self-regulation (ISR) (e.g., goal selection,
resource recruitment, and executive functioning; McClelland,
Geldhof, Cameron, & Wanless, 2015). The developmental course
of ISR is, in effect, the developmental course of human agency
(Diewald & Mayer, 2009; Mayer, 2009).

In short, and heeding Vondracek’s formulation of human
development as embedded within a process-relational para-
digm, models derived from the RDS metatheory emphasize
that all levels of organization within the ecology of human
development are systemically integrated across life. As such,
any variable from any level is fused with variables from all
other levels. In other words, the structure and function of one
variable is governed or regulated by the structure and function
of other variables. Accordingly, developmental regulations are
envisioned as the basic unit of analysis within human devel-
opment. Moreover, because history (or temporality) imbues
in individual & context relations the potential for relative
plasticity in human development, developmental scientists may
be optimistic that instances of these relations can be directed
toward promoting positive human development among all peo-
ple. More specifically, developmental scientists can contribute
to promoting social justice by identifying and encouraging the
provision of opportunities for all individuals to optimize their
chances for positive, healthy development (Lerner & Overton,
2008). Instantiation of such promotion and optimization efforts
rests on the conduct of multidisciplinary research, the use of
change-sensitive methodologies, and the effective translation
of research into policies and programs.

There are several models associated with RDS-based ide-
as, and derived from the process-relational paradigm that
Vondracek elucidated, that have been used to study processes

pertinent to, or explicitly about positive, healthy develop-
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ment across the life span (e.g., see Lerner, Lerner, Bowers,
& Geldhof, 2015, for a review of some of these models).
Lerner and Lerner, and their colleagues within the Institute
for Applied Research in Youth Development (IARYD) at Tufts
University, have derived from RDS metatheory a positive youth
development (PYD) model to frame research about thriving
during adolescence (e.g., Lerner, et al., 2015). Accordingly,
to illustrate the empirical usefulness of RDS-based models of
human development, we discuss the Lerner and Lerner model
of PYD (J. Lerner, et al., 2013; Lerner, et al., 2015) and the

research testing it.

The Five Cs Model of Positive Youth Development (PYD)

As is the case with all RDS-based PYD models, the Lerner
and Lerner conception is a strength-based model of development
that seeks to understand and enhance the lives of diverse youth
through engagement with key contexts in their ecology (e.g.,
families, schools, peer groups, and out-of-school time [OST]
programs). Indeed, a major focus of the Lerner and Lerner
PYD research has been the study of youth in OST program
settings. There is considerable research assessing if and how
the lives of diverse youth can be enhanced through engage-
ment with community-based youth-development programs,
especially if these programs align features of both youth and
program strengths (as occurs when theoretical models, such
as the person-stage-environment-fit model, are used to frame
program design; Eccles, 2004).

The model of the PYD process constructed by Lerner,
Lerner, and their colleagues has drawn on the individual <~

context RDS conception emphasized by Vondracek. This model
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has been elaborated in the context of the longitudinal study
of PYD conducted by Lerner, Lerner, and colleagues: the
4-H Study of PYD (e.g., Bowers, et al., 2014; Lerner, et al.,
2005, 2009, 2010, 2011). Research on PYD seeks to identify
the individual and ecological relations that may promote
thriving and, as well, that may have a preventive effect in
regard to risk/problem behaviors. Within the 4-H Study,
thriving is understood as the growth of attributes that mark
a flourishing, healthy young person. These characteristics
are termed the “Five Cs” of PYD - competence, confidence,
character, connection, and caring.

The core theory of change tested in the developmental

process of PYD is that, if:

1. the strengths of youth (e.g., a young person’s cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral engagement with the school
context, having the “virtue” of hope for the future,
or possession of ISR skills such as Selection [S],
Optimization [O], and Compensation [C]); can

2. be aligned with the resources for positive growth found
in youth development programs, for example, the
“Big Three” attributes of youth development programs
(i.e., positive and sustained adult-youth relationships,
skill-building activities, and youth leadership oppor-
tunities); then

3. young people’s healthy development will be optimi-
zed (e.g., J. Lerner, et al., 2009, 2013; Lerner, 2004).
Youth will manifest the Five Cs and demonstrate other
positive attributes of behavior reflecting adaptive de-
velopmental regulations — most fundamental, a Sixth
“C”, youth contributions to self, family, community,

and civil society.
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In other words, if positive development rests on mutual-
ly-beneficial relations between youth and their ecology, then
thriving youth should be positively engaged with and act to
enhance their world. Further, youth should be less prone to
engage in risk/problem behaviors.

Through such a theory of change, the goals of a youth
development program (i.e., to enhance youth thriving) can
lead to positive outcomes (e.g., the Five Cs and the 6t C of
Contribution) through the assets of the program (e.g., the
“Big Three”). Figure 1 presents an illustration of the Lerner
and Lerner conceptualization of the PYD developmental
process. As indicated in the figure, the developmental process
envisioned by Lerner and Lerner to presuppose PYD involves
adaptive developmental regulations, or synergies, between
the strengths of youth and the developmental assets present
in their contexts, for example, youth development programs
marked by the “Big Three” (Lerner, 2004). These mutually
beneficial individual < context relations are depicted as
being associated with PYD (and the Five Cs associated with
this concept) and, in turn, with the enhanced probability
of youth contributions to their ecology and with lowered
probabilities of risk/problem behaviors. The outcomes of
these adaptive developmental regulations feed back to the
individual and his or her context and thus create a basis
for further adaptive developmental regulations. The figure
illustrates, as well, that these adaptive developmental
regulations and their positive and problematic sequelae exist
within the broader ecology of human development. This
ecology includes families, schools, community institutions,
and culture. Historical (temporal) variation introduces
change at all levels of organization within the relational

developmental system.
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Figure 1: A relational, developmental systems model of the
individual < context relations involved in the
Lerner and Lerner conception of the PYD develop-
mental process

Tests of the Lerner and Lerner PYD Model

In order to test the ideas presented in Figure 1, IARYD
researchers launched the 4-H Study of PYD, henceforth referred
to as the 4-H Study. This study examined approximately 7,000
youth and 3,500 of their parents from 42 states across eight
data collection waves. At all eight waves, the sample varied in
race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, family structure, rural-
urban location, geographic region, and program participation
experiences. The research identified resources, or developmental
assets, which existed in the key settings of youth, that is,

families, schools, and community-based youth programs.
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We term these contextual resources or ecological assets (Lerner,
et al., 2015). In addition, the study assessed the individual
strengths of adolescents (e.g., ISR, school engagement, and
hopeful future expectations) and their patterns of participation
in OST activities. OST activities included youth development
programs, such as 4-H, sports, religious clubs, and performing
arts organizations, among others.

The findings of the 4-H Study have been reported in more
than 100 publications (see Lerner, et al., 2015, for a review).
Here, we summarize some of the key findings bearing on the
Lerner and Lerner model presented in Figure 1. The model in
Figure 1 specifies that, when the strengths of youth are integrat-
ed with the assets of the context, such as represented by youth
development programs, thriving across the adolescent years
will be promoted. Vondracek’s vision was to understand human
development as a dynamic interplay between individuals and
contexts. Using the RDS framework derived from Vondracek’s
theoretical propositions, this empirical work underscores the
importance of individual < context relations in the course of
human development.

Ecological assets. One set of findings based on the model
presented in Figure 1 pertains to the role of youth participation
in OST activities, particularly youth development programs.
Key ecological assets linked to both positive and negative
developmental outcomes were identified, and grouped into
four categories: (1) other individuals (e.g., parents, peers,
mentors, and teachers); (2) community institutions, including
youth development programs; (3) collective activity between
youth and adults, including program leaders; and (4) access to
the prior three types of assets. Across all contexts, ecological
assets represented by other individuals were the most potent

predictors of PYD (Theokas & Lerner, 2000).
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Building on the work of Theokas and Lerner (2006), Urban,
Lewin-Bizan, and Lerner (2009) found that dimensions of one’s
neighborhood context interact with youth development program
involvement to predict PYD, and this differs for girls and boys.
For example, youth development program involvement for ad-
olescents living in neighborhoods with fewer ecological assets
(e.g., large numbers of youth development programs, designed
recreational settings, or educational resources) was related to
higher levels of PYD for girls, but lower levels of PYD for boys.
In line with Vondracek’s conceptual propositions, these findings
point to the need to consider various aspects of an individual’s
ecology and how they may differentially impact PYD across
gender. Simply, the broader ecology of youth development pro-
grams matters in fostering the expected outcomes of a program.

Individual strengths. Other research utilizing the 4-H Study
examined possible interactions between individual strengths
and youth development program participation. Urban, Lewin-
Bizan, and Lerner (2010) found that the strengths of youth
and the resources of their contexts are involved in thriving.
However, these results also highlight the importance of con-
sidering additional strengths, including ISR abilities, as such
strengths may moderate the effect of participation in youth
development programs on PYD. Moreover, results from Mueller
and colleagues’ (2011) research indicated that while self-reg-
ulation skills alone predicted PYD, self-regulation and youth
development program participation both predicted Contribution.
Gestsdottir and colleagues (2010) provide further support for
the model illustrated in Figure 1. These researchers provide
evidence linking the strengths of youth to indices of PYD; youth
ISR, conceptualized as the individual’s “contribution” to adaptive
individual & context relationships, covaried positively with

PYD and Contribution, and negatively with problem behaviors.
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Contribution and civic engagement. Finally, emotions
(e.g., hope for one’s future), and the cognitive and behavio-
ral skills necessary for the activation of ISR skills to achieve
future goals, may play important roles in the development
of civic engagement. For example, Schmid and Lopez (2011)
found hopeful future orientation to be a stronger predictor of
PYD, Contribution, risk behaviors, and depressive symptoms
compared to ISR skills. In turn, Li and Lerner (2011) found that
engagement in civic activities was associated with higher lev-
els of affective school engagement (e.g., feelings of belonging
to the school). Results of these studies were indicative of the
development of active and engaged citizenship (AEC) during
adolescence. As a result, Zaff and colleagues (2011) derived a
measure of this construct from items measured within the 4-H
Study. AEC was comprised of civic participation, civic duty, civic
self-efficacy, and neighborhood connection. Consistent with the
model presented in Figure 1, engagement with the ecological
developmental assets (represented by community-based in-
stitutions and programs) was associated positively with AEC.

Summary. Findings from the 4-H study testing various as-
pects of the PYD model shown in Figure 1 support the idea
that strengths of young people and the developmental assets in
their families, schools, and communities predict thriving and,
in turn, contributions to, and active and engaged citizenship
within, their communities. However, tests of the model have not
always aligned with expectations. For instance, the predicted
inverse relation between indices of civic engagement and risk/
problem behaviors was not present for participants at all ages.
That is, some trajectories of high, positive civic engagement were
coupled with trajectories involving increasingly higher levels
of risk/problem behaviors for youth across different portions

of adolescence (Lewin-Bizan et al.; 2010; Phelps et al., 2007).
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Therefore, the overall strength and valence of the relation
represented in the model between civic engagement and risk/
problem behaviors requires additional theory and research to
address this inconsistency (represented by a “?” in Figure 1).

Overall, the theoretical vision for developmental science
forwarded by Fred Vondracek in the early to mid-1980s involved
the articulation of a relational systems approach to describing,
explaining, and optimizing human development (e.g., Vondracek,
et al., 1986). The ideas of individual < context relations
brought to the fore in Vondracek’s thinking have crystallized
into contemporary RDS-models of healthy and positive human
development. As illustrated by the PYD model and research
we have reviewed, the empirical work evolving from the
vision of Vondracek constitutes a vibrant and active feature of
contemporary developmental science. This observation leads

to some concluding comments.

Conclusions

As illustrated by the RDS-based model of positive youth
development we have tested, the theoretical ideas forwarded
more than three decades prior by Fred Vondracek and his col-
leagues (e.g., 1983a, 1983b, 1986) have proven their empirical
usefulness. Depicting a relational and systems-oriented approach
to describing, explaining, and optimizing human development,
which is representative of the approach to developmental
theory that Vondracek argued, will enrich the future ability of
developmental scientists to understand and enhance human life.

In his characteristically modest way, Vondracek said that he
hoped that the ideas he presented would be regarded “as offer-

ing an exciting body of theory, research findings, and methods,
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which can make an important contribution” (Vondracek, et al.,
1986, p. 13). In addition, he expressed the hope that develop-
mental scientists would “make a serious effort to understand
and deal with the full complexity of individuals trying to op-
timize their ... development across the life-span” (Vondracek,
et al., 1986, p. 173). We believe that these hopes have been
realized and, as such, developmental scientists, and the people
whose lives are enhanced by their work, owe a great debt to

Fred Vondracek and his career contributions.
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