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EXEMPLARY INITIATIVES - FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 

 
Q:  What is Youth Thrive? 
A: Youth Thrive is a research-informed framework developed by the Center for the Study of 

Social Policy (CSSP) that identifies five protective and promotive factors for youth (age 11-
26). The goal of Youth Thrive is to increase the likelihood that all youth are supported in 
ways that advance healthy development and well-being and reduce the impact of negative 
life experiences. Youth Thrive focuses particularly on vulnerable youth, beginning with those 
involved in the child welfare system. Youth Thrive is less of a specific program or 
intervention than a lens for assessing current efforts and for making changes to the policies, 
programs, training, partnerships and systems that impact the lives of young people. To 
identify on the ground examples of organizations with strategies that build protective and 
promotive factors, the Center for the Study of Social Policy conducted a national search to 
discover and recognize exemplary initiatives.   

 
Q: What are the Youth Thrive protective and promotive factors? 
A: Protective factors are attributes of individuals, families or communities that mitigate or 

eliminate risk. Promotive factors are attributes of individuals, families or communities that 
enhance well-being. Building protective and promotive factors increases the probability of 
positive outcomes for youth, even in the face of risk and adversity. Based on a review of 
relevant research, Youth Thrive focuses on the following factors:  
1. Youth resilience: fostering youths’ own ability to adapt to life experiences, manage 

adversity, heal from trauma and build on their unique characteristics and interests. 
2. Social connections: encouraging safe, stable and supportive relationships with family 

members and other caring adults; creating opportunities for constructive engagement in 
community, school and recreational organizations. 

3. Knowledge of adolescent development: providing accurate, interesting information 
about adolescence including brain development and the impact of trauma.  

4. Concrete support in times of need: meeting basic needs and teaching self-advocacy 
skills to secure resources (e.g., access to affordable housing, quality health care, legal, 
financial and employment assistance). 

5. Cognitive and social-emotional competence: engaging youth in behaviors that build 
executive functioning, character strengths and positive emotions. 
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Q:  Does Youth Thrive connect to other frameworks? 
A: Youth Thrive shares many important values with other frameworks that promote well-being. 

The positive youth development field has championed the importance of recognizing and 
raising-up all youth by focusing on their strengths, capabilities and perspectives. The federal 
Administration on Children, Youth and Families has highlighted the importance of well-being 
and social-emotional outcomes for children and young people. Youth Thrive also upon 
CSSP’s own Strengthening Families initiative, which has more than a decade of experience 
using protective factors to support parents of young children (birth to five).   

 
Q:  What do you mean by “exemplary”? 
A: For this search, CSSP looked for initiatives that are exemplary in their ability to build 

protective and promotive factors that reduce risks and enhance healthy development for 
youth involved in the child welfare system (i.e., foster care, prevention or post-placement 
services).  Exemplary efforts: 

 Are innovative and go beyond the basics to do something exceptional 

 Track and use data to assess program’s impact on youth  

 Show evidence of effectiveness 

 Use a strengths-based approach 

 Have developed systems and infrastructure to support the initiative 

 Are attuned to the needs of diverse racial and ethnic groups and to LGBTQ populations 

Q:  How were these exemplary initiatives selected? 

A: The search started with an open, online request for nominations that CSSP widely 
distributed to individuals and networks familiar with youth-serving programs. Nominated 
programs went through an extensive application and review process which included 
submitting detailed written information, a telephone interview and a site visit. The search 
was conducted by CSSP staff, consultants and youth advisors. An expert panel provided 
guidance on the process.  

 
Q:  How have these programs been evaluated? 
A: All of the exemplary initiatives are using data to learn about successful approaches and to 

evaluate the impact of their programs on youth. The organizations employ a variety of 
evaluation strategies. Two of the organizations are in the middle of multi-year randomized 
control trials that are being conducted by university-based investigators. Several initiatives 
use interventions that already meet the standard of evidence-based practices based on 
prior studies. Others are tracking outcomes of cohorts of youth and comparing results to 
data on relevant peer groups. The majority have internal quality control or performance 
management systems. Some are engaged in process and/or qualitative reviews.  
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Q:  What do the exemplary initiatives receive as a result of being selected by CSSP? 
A: The programs receive national recognition as an exceptional program helping youth in the 

child welfare system to thrive. All of the exemplary programs will be featured in 
communication efforts and materials that highlight their work. In addition, CSSP is holding 
an event to recognize the awardees and covering the cost for two program staff and a youth 
representative to participate in this first Youth Thrive Exemplary Initiative Forum. The 
meeting will be an opportunity to share information and to network with peers and other 
experts in research, policy and practice. Other than a modest stipend ($1,000) to defray the 
costs associated with the site visit, the exemplary initiatives do not receive any funding or 
grant support. Thus, these programs were motivated to participate in this process without 
the prospect of financial reward.  

 
Q: Are these the only exemplary initiatives that are achieving positive results for youth 

in the child welfare system? 
A: No, on the contrary. Though these 15 selected exemplary initiatives are valuable examples, 

there are certainly many other excellent programs across the country. This search could not 
discover every exceptional program, and no review process is perfect. Nonetheless, there is 
a lot to be learned from these examples and CSSP looks forward to learning about 
additional innovative youth-serving programs. 

 
Q:  What will these programs contribute to the national conversation about youth? 
A: While many policymakers and practitioners are influenced by new knowledge, key research 

findings and conceptual frameworks, many also need real life examples  to inspire change. 
The exemplary initiatives provide tangible answers to a number of important questions such 
as:  

 How do programs actually build protective and promotive factors for very vulnerable 
youth?   

 What happens when a program sets high expectations for youth in foster care? 

 How do programs really listen to and act upon youth’s own ideas and aspirations?  

 How do they put new information about trauma and adolescent brain development 
into daily operations?   

 
Q: Where can I learn more about Youth Thrive and the exemplary initiatives? 
A: Visit www.cssp.org to see more information, including a video of young people explaining 

the Youth Thrive framework, briefs on the protective and promotive factors and profiles of 
each of the exemplary initiatives. Please “like” CSSP on Facebook and follow us on Twitter 
to get updates on Youth Thrive and other activities.  

 
Q:  What is the Center for the Study of Social Policy? 
A:   The Center for the Study of Social Policy (CSSP) is a national, nonprofit organization  

recognized for its leadership in shaping policy, reforming public systems and building the 
capacity of communities. For more than 30 years, CSSP has influenced and supported 
elected officials, public administrators, families and neighborhood residents to take the 
actions they need. Based in Washington, DC, CSSP translates research and new ideas into 
strategies for on-the-ground implementation. We use the knowledge from those real 
experiences to better inform the next generation of ideas, programs and policies. CSSP’s 
goal is to make sure low income children can learn, develop and thrive with the support of 
strong families, in safe and healthy communities.  

http://www.cssp.org/
http://www.cssp.org/media-center/video/youth-thrive
http://www.cssp.org/reform/child-welfare/youth-thrive
http://www.cssp.org/facebook
http://www.cssp.org/twitter

