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ABSTRACT  
School dropout has both individual and economic implications. Current statistics reveal higher dropout 
rates among boys. Schools have a unique position to address youth development. Research from the US on 
positive youth development shows positive relationships between developmental assets (e.g. support at 
school) and academic achievement. The present paper examined these relationships among 591 Norwegian 
high school students (55% girls), aged 15-19 (mean = 16.70) with data from a cross-sectional study. Results 
indicated that girls reported more assets than boys did. Furthermore, while positive correlations occurred 
among assets and academic achievement, some assets (i.e. commitment to learning, support and positive 
identity) were better predictors of academic achievement in regression analysis. Schools can play a signifi-
cant role in nurturing developmental assets that will promote academic achievement in both genders, as 
well as have implications for youth and consequently economic development. 
 
This is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution Licence, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction 
in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. 
 
 

Adolescence is a period of biological, cognitive, psy-
chological and social changes (Lerner, 2005). Along 
with such changes are increases in opportunities and 
responsibilities, where youth will have to make deci-
sions that can have crucial consequences for their 
future. One important area of life is academic achieve-
ment. How youth perform in school can determine the 
possibilities they will have as adults. Schools are in a 
unique position to facilitate a successful transition to 
adulthood, and thus an important youth context. The 
Norwegian Education Act (1998) addresses the impor-
tance that schools have in child development, and 
states that: “The pupils and apprentices shall develop 
knowledge, skills and attitudes so that they can master 
their lives and can take part in working life and 
society” (§1.1). Lillejord et al. (2017) argued also that 
schools are responsible for developing realistic goals 
and expectations for pupils, as well as making sure that 
pupils have access to the developmental assets needed 
to reach such goals. In the present study, we address 
the role of developmental assets in youth contexts, 
such as the school, in academic achievement among 
high school students in Norway. 
 Despite school serving as a vital youth context, 
dropout rates in high schools are reported as one of the 
biggest problems in the Norwegian school system 
(Union of Education, 2017). Statistics show that 73% 
of students in high school complete their education in 
five years (Statistics Norway, 2017), while a third drop 
out. Furthermore, statistics from the Norwegian Direc-
torate for Children, Youth and Family Affairs (2017) 
suggest that there is a gender difference in high school 
completion, where 79% of girls complete in five years, 
while only 68% boys do the same.  
 Academic success has implications for the individu-
al, but it also has societal and economic implications. 
Compared to persons who have graduated from high 
school, those who drop out generally have a lower 

quality of life: higher unemployment, more economic 
strain, lower income and higher use of welfare services 
(Union of Education, 2017). For every student that 
drop out of high school, Levin and Belfield (2007) 
estimated a societal lifetime cost of at least $240,000. 
The negative outcomes of school dropout underline the 
importance of academic achievement for positive youth 
development and thriving later in life. Moreover, con-
sidering that stress and its associated negative effects 
on physical and psychological health are some of the 
possible reasons for high school dropout (Lillejord et 
al., 2017), positive youth development initiatives may 
protect against these and possibly reduce the societal 
cost that may be incurred. 
 
 
POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT AND 
DEVELOPMENTAL ASSETS 
 
In contrast to prevention science that focuses on nega-
tive developmental trajectories and outcomes, Positive 
Youth Development (PYD), a relatively new line of 
research and a developmental framework focuses on 
youth strengths and potentials for thriving in relation 
to developmental assets that are available in youth eco-
logy (Benson, 2007; Bowers et al., 2011). However, 
both perspectives overlap to some extent, notably that 
youth development involves an interaction between the 
individual and his or her context. The understanding is 
that the individual is a product of this reciprocal rela-
tionship (Mueller et al., 2011), which for PYD, reflects 
an opportunity for adaptation and positive individual 
and ecological changes (Brandtstädter, 1998, 2006). 
PYD proposes that the individual-context interaction 
have implications for youth outcomes, such as acade-
mic achievement. 
 The interaction between the individuals and their con-
text, and the effect this has on academic achievement 
can be explained by developmental system theories, 
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such as Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory (Bronfen-
brenner, 2005). Accordingly, academic achievement is 
a function of a student’s dynamic interaction with 
several youth contexts in the micro-, meso-, exo- and 
macro-systems of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory. 
Students are usually in contact with family, friends and 
school (in the micro-system) whose support could have 
significant consequences on their academic achieve-
ment. The meso-system reflects how collaboration 
between the home and school, for example, may have 
implications for academic achievement. The exo-
system suggests how a condition in a distal context 
could influence students’ academic achievement. For 
instance, educational resources made available to a 
given school can affect the school’s capacity to 
facilitate learning and classroom activities, which in 
turn can influence students’ academic performance. 
The macro-system is the cultural context that the indi-
vidual is part of, and the social values in that culture. 
Accordingly, one could claim that libraries are an 
expression of a society’s value of education and know-
ledge, and eventually, the value they place on acade-
mic performance. A fifth system, the chronosystem, 
accounts for how transition from a lower grade to a 
higher grade, for example can influence a student’s 
academic performance. In the present study, we mainly 
focus on youth contexts in the micro- and meso-systems 
(i.e. home, school, peers and local community). 
 PYD suggests that there are different developmental 
assets in youth contexts, such as the home, school, 
neighbourhood and community. These contexts there-
fore represent key environments for positive youth 
development, with the possibility of an interaction that 
benefits both the youth and his or her context (Benson, 
2007). Such adaptive regulations between youth and 
their context can lead to positive developmental paths. 
Academic achievement would be an important aspect 
of a positive developmental path. 
 Benson and colleagues proposed 40 developmental 
assets, which are resources defined as skills, opportu-
nities, relationships and values that can promote 
thriving and resilience, but also decrease the likelihood 
of risk behaviours among youth (Benson, 2007; 
Benson et al., 2006). They proposed two categories of 
developmental assets: 20 internal and 20 external 
assets. Internal assets consist of four sub-categories: 
commitment to learning (i.e. understanding the im-
portance of learning and believing in one’s self abili-
ties); positive values (i.e. developing values that can 
facilitate good life choices); social competence (i.e. 
ability to effectively interact with others, make choices 
and master new situations); and positive identity (i.e. 
believing in self-value and feeling of control over life). 
Similarly, external assets comprise four sub-categories: 
support (i.e. caring, appreciation and acceptance from 
persons in youth contexts); empowerment (i.e. context 
provides youth with a feeling of being valuable, safe 
and respected); boundaries and expectations (i.e. clear 
rules and consequences for behaviour in youth ecology, 

good role models, as well as encouragement and expec-
tations of responsible behaviour); and constructive use 
of time (i.e. opportunity to interact with peers and 
adults in leisure activities and to learn new skills). 
 Internal and external assets are youth strengths and 
contextual resources that can be found in contexts that 
occupy, in particular, the micro- and meso-systems of 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system. Developmental 
assets are thought to be additive, youth with high levels 
of assets also tend to have more positive development 
(e.g. greater academic achievement) relative to those 
who experience less assets (Scales et al., 2006a; 
2006b). In a broader sense, experiencing higher levels 
of developmental assets will enable youth to thrive and 
become caring, responsible and productive adults who 
contribute to their society. 
 
 
DEVELOPMENTAL ASSETS AND ACADEMIC 
ACHIEVEMENT 
 
Scales et al. (2000) argued that youth who report a 
higher number of assets will, in comparison to youth 
who report lower numbers, have a greater likelihood of 
success in school. More importantly, academic achieve-
ment has been linked to several developmental assets 
including school engagement (reflecting commitment 
to learning, internal asset) and empowerment (external 
asset) (Scales et al., 2000). In a study involving 7000 
American youth in 44 different states, Lerner and 
Lerner (2011) tested the hypothesis that positive youth 
development would occur if the strengths of youth 
were reinforced in contexts like family, school and the 
society. They found that youth with higher number of 
assets also reported higher academic competence and 
school engagement. Moreover, results from the same 
study indicated that school engagement, expressed 
both behaviourally and emotionally, was associated 
with lower risk of drug use and criminal behaviour 
(Lerner et al., 2011; Li, 2011). Thus, the promotion of 
school engagement could have both promotive and 
protective effects (Li, 2011).  
 Scales and colleagues (2006a) conducted a longitu-
dinal study where the role of developmental assets in 
academic success among 370 American students was 
examined. The students were followed over three years 
from 7th–9th grade through 10th–12th grade. The authors 
found a positive correlation between the number of 
developmental assets reported in 7th–9th grade and 
Grade Point Average (GPA) in both 7th–9th and 10th–
12th grades. With the short- and long-term effects of 
developmental assets on GPA, Scales and colleagues’ 
study supports PYD’s assumption of plasticity, adap-
tive regulation and optimism in youth development 
(Scales et al., 2006a). The authors concluded that 
schools should have a broad focus on the 40 develop-
mental assets when facilitating efforts that could 
contribute to academic success. 
 Furthermore, Upadyaya and Salmela-Aro (2013) 
completed a review of empirical research where they 
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found that a high level of school engagement (reflec-
ting an internal asset – commitment to learning) was 
associated with academic success. Like Lerner and 
colleagues (2011), Upadyaya and Salmela-Aro (2013) 
found that school engagement was negatively associ-
ated with poor mental health (i.e. depression symp-
toms), but positively associated with higher education, 
better job opportunities, life satisfaction, positive self-
perception, and good health. 
 
 
THE PRESENT STUDY 
 
Research on developmental assets has mainly been 
done in the US context, although the number of studies 
involving non-US samples are increasing, for example 
in Albania, Bangladesh, Japan, Lebanon and the 
Philippines (Scales, 2011), Italy, Norway and Turkey 
(Wiium et al., 2018), Bulgaria and Kosovo (Wiium & 
Uka, in press). In the present study, we assessed the 
link between developmental assets and academic 
achievement in a Norwegian high school context. Like 
previous studies, we examined whether there were 
gender differences in the report of the assets and the 
extent to which the different categories of assets were 
associated with academic achievement. In an article by 
Leffert and colleagues (1998), girls reported more 
developmental assets than boys, both in 6th–8th grade 
and in 9th–12th grade. Similar findings were observed 
by Scales and colleagues (2000). 
 Given that Norwegian high schools have high rates 
of dropouts, and that most of them are boys, together 
with earlier findings on the link between developmental 
assets and academic achievement, we expected girls to 
report more developmental assets than boys. Further, 
with the established relationship between the assets and 
positive outcomes in previous studies, we expected to 
find this positive link between the assets and academic 
achievement, also in our Norwegian sample. Con-
cerning academic achievement, we examined both 
subjective and objective measures. 
 The aims of our study are relevant for several 
reasons. First, high school dropout has individual, 
economical and societal consequences, thus there is 
the need to nurture assets that will have positive 
implications for academic success. Second, if there is a 
connection between developmental assets and 
academic achievement, one could draw on the PYD 
perspective to strengthen schools’ ability to facilitate 
good learning conditions. Third, if developmental 
assets are nurtured in the school context, all students, 
irrespective of their gender or socio-economic status 
will be reached in line with the Norwegian ideology of 
inclusive education (Fasting, 2013). 
 
METHOD 
 
Participants  
Cross-sectional data were collected from 591 students 
attending a public high school in Bergen, as part of a 

cross-national research project. The age range was 15-
19 years (mean age 16.70). 586 participants answered 
the question about gender, where 326 (55%) were 
girls. Over half of the participants reported that their 
parents’ highest education was college or university; 
about 56% reported having a father with post-secon-
dary education, and 67% had a mother with similar 
level of education. 
 
Measures  
Developmental assets. Participants indicated the extent 
to which they had experienced Benson’s (2007) 40 
assets: the four internal asset categories (i.e., commit-
ment to learning, positive values, social competencies 
and positive identity) and the four external asset cate-
gories (i.e., support, empowerment, boundaries and 
expectations and constructive use of time). Sample 
items for internal assets were “I am eager to do well in 
school”, “I stay away from smoking, alcohol and 
drugs”, “I am able to resolve conflicts without anyone 
getting hurt” and “I feel good about my future”, 
respectively. For external assets, sample items were “I 
have support from adults other than my parents”, “I am 
included in family tasks and decisions”, “I have a 
school that provides clear rules and consequences” and 
“I am involved in creative things, such as music, 
theatre or other arts”, respectively. Responses were 
rated on a 4-point Likert scale: (1) not at all or rarely, 
(2) somewhat or sometimes, (3) very or often, and (4) 
extremely or almost always. 
 In the present study, 51 items that reflect Benson’s 
40 assets were used. Cronbach’s alpha for the eight 
sub-categories in internal and external assets ranged 
from .73 to .86, except constructive use of time that 
had a Cronbach’s alpha of .44. The Cronbach’s alpha 
values found in this study reflect findings from earlier 
studies (e.g. Scales et al., 2000). As done in earlier 
studies, we considered all asset categories, including 
constructive use of time with the low alpha value in 
our data analyses and discussed the low Cronbach’s 
alpha as a limitation in the discussion section. 
 Subjective academic achievement. Participants de-
scribed their experience of own academic achievement: 
“How will you rank your academic achievement?”. 
Response options ranged from 1-5: “Bad”, “Satis-
fying”, “Good”, “Very good” and “Excellent”. 
 Objective academic achievement. Participants were 
asked to report what grades they mostly achieve in 
school. Response options ranged from 1-8: “Mostly 
below 3s”, “Mostly 3s”, “About half 4s and half 3s”, 
“Mostly 4s”, “About half 5s and half 4s”, “Mostly 5s”, 
“About half 6s and half 5s” and “Mostly 6s”. 
 Demographics. Participants were asked to provide 
information about their age, gender (i.e. boy or girl) 
and educational level of their father and mother (i.e. no 
education, primary school, high school, technical or 
vocational school and university education). Age and 
educational level of father and mother were treated as 
control variables as they have been found to influence 
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Table 1.  Descriptive and correlation analysis of demographics, developmental assets and academic achievement. 
 
Study variables 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 
1. Age a .01  -.14** -.15** -.09* .03  -.15** -.11* -.08 -.11* -.03 -.05 -.07  -.17** 
2. Gender - .00 .00   .13** .06   .14** .02   .14**   .16**   .21**  -.14** .01 .03 
3. Father’s education 

 
-   .35** .03 .06   .03 .00 .04 .03 .06 .06 .05  .11* 

4. Mother’s education 
  

-   .17** .07   .12** .06 -.02 -.01 .02 .05 .07   .16** 
5. Support 

   
-   .57**   .63**   .30**   .40**   .31**   .35**  .36**   .26**   .22** 

6. Empowerment 
    

-   .62**   .31**   .46**   .34**   .43**  .51**   .24**   .23** 
7. Boundaries and expectations 

     
-   .30**   .46**   .41**   .48**  .39**   .19**   .18** 

8. Constructive use of time 
      

-   .22**   .18**   .17**  .23** .10*  .09* 
9. Commitment to learning 

       
-   .54**   .57**  .43**   .32**   .34** 

10. Positive values 
        

-   .65**  .38**   .12**   .13** 
11. Social competence 

         
-  .47**   .13**   .15** 

12. Positive identity 
          

-   .25**   .22** 
13. Subjective academic achievement 

           
-   .53** 

14. Objective academic achievement 
            

- 
Descriptive analysis                  Range  1-2  1-5  1-5  0-7  0-6  0-9  0-4  0-7  0-7  0-7  0-4  1-5  1-8 

Mean 1.56 4.42 4.56 4.84 5.13 6.85 1.73 5.51 5.50 5.90 2.68 3.46 5.27 
S.D. 050 0.93 0.82 1.74 1.27 1.87 1.00 1.79 1.66 1.61 1.48 0.88 1.38 

a Age range: 15-19; Mean (SD) – 16.70 (.90);  ** p <.01; *p <.05. 
 
 
the experience of developmental assets (Wiium et al., 
2018).  
Procedure  
Data collection took place in 2015 with a response rate 
of 70%. The school and participants gave informed 
consent prior to the data collection and after they had 
been informed about the goals and procedure of the 
study. Data collection lasted for about 40 minutes and 
was conducted during school hours. Students accessed 
the questionnaire over the school’s internal web 
system. The study was approved by the Regional 
Committee for Medical and Health Research Ethics 
(REK) in Norway. Amesto Translation, a company 
specializing in interpretation services, translated the 
questionnaire from English to Norwegian. 
 
Data analysis  
Statistical analyses were done using IBM SPSS Statis-
tics for Windows, version 24. Descriptive analysis was 
conducted on all study variables and correlation 
analysis was performed to investigate the direction and 
strength of the relationship between demographics, the 
asset categories and the two academic achievement 
variables. Further, a t-test was performed to investigate 
gender differences in the reports of the developmental 
asset categories. Finally, hierarchical regression 
analyses were conducted to explore the influence of 
the asset categories on academic achievement while 
controlling for the demographic variables. Hierarchical 
regression is a common analytical method that is used 
to examine the effect of a predictor variable (i.e. the 
asset categories) after controlling for other variables 
(i.e. the demographic variables). Consistent with 
Pedhazur (1997), hierarchical regression is an appro-
priate tool for analysis when variance in the outcome 
variable (i.e. academic achievement) is being explained 

by predictor variables that are correlated with each 
other, as is the case in the present study. One regres-
sion analysis was carried out for objective academic 
achievement and another for subjective academic 
achievement. 
 Composite variables that reflect the number of 
assets reported for each of the asset categories (four 
internal and four external) were created and used in the 
analyses. The original response alternatives were 
recoded, such that (1) “Never or rare” and (2) “Some-
times” was recoded as asset not present, and (3) “Of-
ten” and (4) “Almost always or Very often” recoded as 
asset present. Preliminary analyses were performed to 
determine the linearity and normal distribution of the 
data. Missing data were handled through “pairwise 
deletion”, a procedure that excludes respondents from 
analysis when data is missing, and vice versa. 
 
 
RESULTS 
 
Descriptive and correlation analyses  
Participants reported more than 50% of the items that 
were used to measure each of the asset categories, in 
particular, empowerment and social competence. Their 
description of academic achievement was between 
“Good” and “Very good” for the subjective measure 
and “About half 5s and half 4s” for the objective 
measure (Table 1). 
 In correlation analysis, age correlated weakly and 
negatively with four of the asset categories: support, 
boundaries and expectations, commitment to learning 
and positive values with correlation coefficients 
ranging from -.09 to -.15. Significant correlations were 
observed between gender and all the developmental 
assets except empowerment and constructive use of 
time, with five correlations (ranging from .13 to .21) in 
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Table 2.  Gender and developmental assets: A T-test analysis. 
 

 

Gender  
   Boys  Girls  
   Developmental assets  M SD n 

 
M SD n  t df sig. 

External assets 
Support 

 
  4.60 

 
1.73 

 
260  

 
5.04 

 
1.71 

 
326 

  
-3.08 

 
584 

 
.002 

Empowerment   5.05 1.35 260  5.20 1.18 326  -1.43 584 .154 
Boundaries and expectations   6.55 2.04 260  7.09 1.65 326  -3.50 584 .000 

Constructive use of time   1.72 1.05 260  1.75 0.95 326  -0.35 584 .724 
Internal assets 

Commitment to learning 
 

  5.23 
 

1.94 
 

260   
5.74 

 
1.60 

 
326 

  
-3.44 

 
584 

 
.001 

Positive values   5.23 1.84 260  5.75 1.40 326  -3.87 584 .000 
Social competence   5.54 1.79 260  6.22 1.32 326  -5.26 584 .000 

Positive identity   2.90 1.39 260  2.50 1.51 326   3.33 584 .001 
M – Mean; SD – Standard Deviation. 

 
 
favour of girls (Table 1). No significant correlation 
was found with father’s education while two positive 
but weak correlations with support (r = .17, p <.01) 
and boundaries and expectations (r = .12, p <.01) were 
found for mother’s education. Weak to moderate 
correlations between objective academic achievement 
and age (r = -.17, p <.01), father’s education (r = .16, p 
<.01) and mother’s education (r = .22, p <.01) were 
found. Furthermore, significant correlations were ob-
served between all the developmental assets and the 
two academic achievement variables, with correlations 
ranging from .09 to .34 (Table 1). 
 
Gender differences in developmental assets  
Based on findings in the correlation analysis, a t-test 
was conducted to investigate gender differences in the 
mean scores of the developmental assets. Results indi-
cated that for external assets, girls reported more assets 
on support, M = 5.04, SD = 1.71 vs. M = 4.60, SD = 
1.73, t = -3.08, df = 584, p = .002, and boundaries and 
expectations M = 7.09, SD = 1.65 vs. M = 6.55, SD = 
2.04, t = -3.50, df = 584, p = .000, than boys.  
 For internal assets, girls reported higher mean scores 
on all four asset categories: commitment to learning, M 
= 5.74, SD = 1.60 vs. M = 5.23, SD = 1.94, t = -3.44, 
df = 584, p = .001; positive values, M = 5.75, SD = 
1.40 vs. M = 5.23, SD = 1.84, t = -3.87, df = 584, p = 
.000; social competence, M = 6.22, SD = 1.32 vs. M = 
5.254, SD = 1.79, t = -5,26, df = 584, p = .000; except 
positive identity, M = 2.50, SD = 1.51 vs. M = 2.90, SD 
= 1.39, t = 3,33, df = 584, p = .001, where boys repor-
ted a higher mean score (Table 2). 
 
Regression analysis of academic achievement  
In preliminary analyses, separate regression analyses 
for girls and boys gave relatively similar results; gender 
difference was only found for the association between 
empowerment and subjective academic achievement, 
where the asset category was significantly associated 
with the outcome variable for girls, but not for boys. 
Fisher z-test indicated that this gender difference was 
significant (p = .03). However, although girls were 
more likely to report most of the asset categories as 

indicated by results from the correlation and t-test 
analyses, for both boys and girls, the associations 
between the asset categories (except empowerment) 
and the academic achievement variables were similar 
in strength. Based on the findings indicating minimal 
gender differences in the strength of the associations, a 
decision was made to conduct one regression analysis 
for both genders. 
 Subjective academic achievement as dependent 
variable. Variables in step 1 (age, gender, father’s and 
mother’s education) explained about 1% of the vari-
ance in subjective academic achievement (R2 = .009). 
In step 2, when the developmental asset categories 
were added to the model, the explained variance increa-
sed to 15% (R2 = .150). Thus, the developmental assets 
explained about 14% of the variance in subjective aca-
demic achievement. Three variables, all developmental 
assets, were significantly associated with subjective 
academic achievement; commitment to learning (β = 
.301, p = .000), support (β = .135, p = .024) and posi-
tive identity (β = .133, p = .018) (Table 3). 
 Objective academic achievement as dependent vari-
able. Demographic variables in step 1 (age, gender, 
father’s and mother’s education) explained about 5% 
(R2 = .049) of the variance in objective academic 
achievement. When the developmental assets were 
included in step 2, the explained variance increased to 
18% (R2 = .183), indicating that the developmental 
assets explained about 13% of the variance in objec-
tive academic achievement. Three variables were sig-
nificantly related to objective academic achievement, 
but only one of them was a developmental asset: 
commitment to learning (β = .346, p = .000). The other 
two were age (β = -.138, p = .002) and mother’s edu-
cation (β = .123, p = .009) (Table 3). 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
General findings  
Based on the theoretical framework of Positive Youth 
Development, the present study investigated 1) gender 
differences in the report of the developmental assets, 
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Table 3.  Regression analyses of developmental assets and academic achievement. 
 
 Subjective academic achievement  Objective academic achievement 

 
Unstandardized coefficient    Unstandardized coefficient   

   B   S.E. β Sig.     B   S.E. β Sig. 
Step 1          

Age   -.057   .046 -.058 .223    -.221   .071 -.145 .002 
Gender    .012   .082  .007 .880     .090   .126  .032 .477 

Father’s education    .025   .047  .026 .597     .066   .072  .044 .363 
Mother’s education    .055   .054  .051 .305     .201   .082  .119 .015 

Step 2          
Age   -.037   .045 -.038 .407    -.211   .069 -.138 .002 

Gender    .004   .083  .002 .960     .061   .127  .022 .632 
Father’s education    .017   .044  .018 .702     .041   .068  .028 .546 

Mother’s education    .040   .052  .037 .440     .208   .079  .123 .009 
Support    .069   .030  .135 .024     .056   .046  .071 .230 

Empowerment    .036   .044  .052 .414     .112   .067  .104 .095 
Boundaries and expectations   -.020   .031 -.042 .519    -.067   .047 -.091 .153 

Constructive use of time   -.014   .042 -.016 .739    -.047   .063 -.034 .457 
Commitment to learning    .149   .029  .301 .000     .266   .044  .346 .000 

Positive values   -.035   .032 -.035 .276    -.054   .048 -.065 .269 
Social competence   -.060   .036 -.110 .092    -.070   .055 -.082 .198 

Positive identity    .080   .034  .133 .018     .082   .051  .088 .110 
S.E. – Standard Error 

 
 
and 2) whether the established relation between deve-
lopmental assets and academic achievement in US 
youth samples can also be found in a Norwegian youth 
sample. The results indicated that there were gender 
differences in the report of developmental assets in our 
Norwegian sample. More specifically, girls reported 
more assets on support, boundaries and expectations, 
commitment to learning, positive values and social 
competence, relative to boys, while boys reported 
more assets on positive identity, relative to girls. 
 Although girls reported more assets than boys, 
preliminary findings indicated that the associations 
between the assets and academic achievement were 
quite similar in strength for both genders. Hence, in 
the regression analyses, data from the two genders 
were analysed together as one sample. Correlation and 
regression analyses suggested that the developmental 
asset categories were related to the academic achieve-
ment factors, although in regression analysis only three 
developmental asset categories remained significantly 
associated to the factors. In particular, commitment to 
learning was significantly associated with both the 
subjective and objective measure of academic achieve-
ment, while support and positive identity were each 
related to subjective academic achievement. 
 
Gender and developmental assets  
The present findings on gender differences in the 
report of the developmental assets are consistent with 
earlier studies in the US (e.g. Leffert et al., 1998). The 
gender differences could stem from sociocultural 
gender norms, and the social political focus in Norway 
(e.g. gender equality). Nevertheless, in our preliminary 
analysis, developmental assets had similar significance 
for academic achievement in both genders. Earlier 
research shows a link between school dropout and 
academic achievement. School can therefore play a 

significant role in nurturing developmental assets that 
will promote academic success in both genders that 
may have implications for dropout rates and conse-
quently, societal and economic development. Statistics 
from the Norwegian Directorate for Education and 
Training (2017) suggest that girls obtain higher grades 
than boys in high school. Given the early finding that 
most high school dropouts are boys (Norwegian Direc-
torate for Children, Youth and Family Affairs, 2017), 
and the current finding that they report fewer assets 
than girls, one could question whether the school 
system in Norway, as an important aspect of youth 
ecology, is adequately targeting the developmental 
needs of boys. 
 Lillejord and colleagues (2017) reported that girls 
and boys experience challenges in academic achieve-
ment differently. They found that girls more frequently 
report pressure in requirements and achievement, while 
boys more often distance themselves from school. An 
imbalance in requirements and expectations to acade-
mic achievement in youth ecology could have negative 
consequences on high school students. However, 
aspects of positive youth development and a focus on 
promoting developmental assets, where the aim is not 
only to enhance academic achievement but also thri-
ving and well-being in general, could be one solution 
to students’ challenges and the increased dropout rates 
in high schools. 
 
Developmental assets and academic achievement  
Despite the moderate to strong correlation found be-
tween the subjective and objective measures of acade-
mic achievement, more developmental asset categories 
appeared to be related to the subjective measure 
compared to the objective measure. While students’ 
academic grades may not sufficiently capture the 
subjective assessment of their academic performance, 
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the significance of developmental assets on academic 
achievement is again confirmed, this time, in a Nor-
wegian context, although in the present study, it was 
only commitment to learning, support and positive 
identity that maintained their significance in the 
regression analyses. Nevertheless, in correlation analy-
sis, there was an indication that all the asset categories 
were associated with the academic achievement fac-
tors, given their statistically significant correlations. 
 Longitudinal research involving US samples found 
that high prevalence of developmental assets reflected 
higher grades in both short- and long-term (Scales et 
al., 2006a), and that developmental assets predicted 
academic achievement 2-4 times better than demogra-
phic variables (Roehlkepartain et al., 2003; Benson, 
2007). The present study was not a longitudinal study, 
nevertheless, we found similar results, where develop-
mental assets, especially commitment to learning, 
support and positive identity appeared to be strongly 
related to academic achievement better than the demo-
graphic factors that were studied. Besides, several 
studies support the assumption that the promotion of 
developmental assets could have positive consequen-
ces for academic achievement (Scales et al., 2006a; 
Starkman et al., 1999). 
 As part of youth ecology, schools have a unique 
position to interact with youth and are thus, of great 
importance for positive development. Students who 
experience challenges in other youth contexts could 
still be well equipped for positive development, with 
the compensating effect that schools could have. More-
over, the promotion of developmental assets has been 
shown to contribute to reducing the gap between stu-
dents from low and high socioeconomic background 
(Scales et al., 2006b). Thus, the stimulation of 
developmental assets can especially be important for 
students who perceive that the requirements and 
expectations from high school exceed their personal 
resources, which could eventually make them victims 
of prolonged negative stress (Lillejord et al., 2017). 
This imbalance in the stress related to expectations, on 
one hand and resources, on the other, could be a 
possible reason for mental health issues and high 
school dropout rates. 
 The perceived imbalance between expectations and 
resources has received much attention lately in 
Norway, with emphasis on how academic success and 
grades come at the expense of students’ quality of life. 
Nurturing developmental assets in the school context 
could be a solution, where supportive school environ-
ments are created to meet the needs of students, irres-
pective of their gender, age or socio-economic back-
ground (Scales & Taccogna, 2000). Benson (2007) 
argued that young people have the potential to increase 
their developmental assets, if the assets are facilitated 
in their contexts. Accordingly, such intentional facili-
tation of health promoting resources can help students 
interact in a more adaptive way with their context. 
 
 

Limitations 
 
Despite the positive findings, there are some limita-
tions related to the present study. First, all participants 
were students at the same school. This limits the results 
in terms of a general representation of developmental 
assets and academic achievement in the Norwegian 
context. Ideally, one would prefer a selection that 
included schools from different cities in Norway. 
However, it is worth mentioning that despite the 
study’s shortcomings, the present results reflect earlier 
findings from diverse samples and designs (Scales et 
al., 2000, 2006a). 
 Second, the questionnaire was developed for the US 
context. As such developmental assets unique to the 
Norwegian context may not be adequately captured. 
For example, some of the items in constructive use of 
time (i.e., “I am involved in a church, mosque, or other 
religious group one or more hours every week”) may 
not relate as much to Norwegian youth, as indicated by 
the low proportion of the asset reported by both 
genders and the low Cronbach’s alpha that was esti-
mated. Besides, as mentioned earlier, not all the asset 
categories were strong predictors of academic achieve-
ment when they were examined simultaneously. 
Future studies can use mixed-method approaches to 
study assets that sufficiently capture youth resources 
compatible with the Norwegian context. In addition, 
longitudinal design can also be utilized to confirm the 
link between assets and academic achievement in this 
non-US context. 
 Third, measures of academic achievement were 
based on self-report. This could imply some form of 
bias related to social desirability. Students self-
reported their objective measure of academic achieve-
ment. This could differ from teachers’ or schools’ 
report of the measure, which we encourage to use in 
future studies. 
 
Implications for research, policy and practice 
 
Despite the limitations, the present findings suggest 
that developmental assets that were developed in the 
US contexts were also reported to some extent among 
Norwegian youth. A closer look at findings observed 
in US samples reveal that a greater number of the asset 
categories are related to academic achievement com-
pared to what was found in the present study. This 
difference could be due to the sociocultural differences 
between the two countries. For example, with the issue 
of religious participation in the constructive use of time 
asset category, Norway tends to be more secularized 
than the US, making the asset more relevant to Ameri-
can youth than Norwegian youth. Thus, for Norway, 
future research on developmental assets and its impli-
cation for youth development can build on the current 
findings by including larger and more representative 
samples, as well as qualitative and quantitative 
measures that will uncover the relevant developmental 
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assets needed to enhance thriving and well-being 
among Norwegian youth. 
 With the established association between assets and 
academic achievement in earlier studies, and the 
finding that this association is also true for Norwegian 
youth, policies at the local, regional and national level 
can be formulated and implemented in youth contexts, 
such as the home, school and local community. This 
will ensure that assets are available in the context in 
which youth participate and that all youth can equally 
access the personal and contextual resources they need 
to develop their full potential. A policy that regulates 
the promotion of assets at school for example, could 
contribute to reducing gender differences in the report 
of developmental assets and eventually promote not 
only academic achievement but also general well-
being among students as more attention will be given 
to the structure and process that regulate and facilitate 
the assets in the school context. 
 There are several practical implications of the pre-
sent findings as well. Based on the positive findings, 
strategies and initiatives can be developed to use at 
home, school and other youth contexts to enable youth 
increase their assets. Developmental assets can be 
strengthened if youth’s level of experience of them is 
low. This applies to all youth, regardless of their 
gender, age and socio-economic background. Youth 
who perceive that they possess the necessary personal 
and contextual assets do not only thrive but they also 
are less likely to engage in risk behaviours, such as 
alcohol- and drug use and crime. 
 Principles of Positive Youth Development could 
have a practical function as a framework for contexts, 
such as schools and recreational activities, where youth 
interact with each other and adults. Developmental 
assets are not only found in the school context, but 
also at home, peer context and local community. 
However, schools have a unique position to work with 
the local community in terms of recreational activities, 

peers and with the family to nurture assets in different 
contexts. Schools could host activities or otherwise 
convey different ways that the family, peers and local 
community as well as youth themselves could become 
supporters of youth in the growth and sustenance of 
developmental assets. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This paper investigated gender differences in the 
report of developmental assets among high school 
students in Norway and the association that may exist 
between their developmental assets and academic 
achievement. Findings suggest several gender diffe-
rences in the report of the developmental assets (in 
favour of girls) and significant associations between 
the developmental assets and academic achievement. 
However, more research on developmental assets in 
the Norwegian context is needed, as aspects that are 
unique to the Norwegian context need to be assessed 
and advanced. 
 The school is an arena where youth spend a lot of 
time, and is also involved in different relationships 
(with parents, teachers, peers and the society) that are 
essential to youth development. Schools could there-
fore be an important stakeholder that teams up with 
other stakeholders of youth development to ensure that 
youth have access to the developmental assets needed 
for their development. School success is of great value 
for both individual and society. With school success, 
the likelihood of negative developmental paths, and the 
eventual economic consequences for both individual 
and society are reduced. Positive youth development 
and a focus on promoting developmental assets could 
contribute to an increased probability of youth finishing 
high school, and growing up to become responsible 
adults that make positive contributions not only to 
themselves but also to the society they are part of. 
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