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Transition to adulthood in countries that have seen recent historical structural changes in society as well as changes in what it means to be an adult represents important contexts for investigations of ways in which positive development and transition to adulthood are experienced. Situated in such context, this cross-sectional study aimed to (1) describe profiles of positive psychological strengths, as measured by the Five Cs of positive youth development (PYD) and (2) document how identified profiles might differ in relation to other aspects of positive and problematic development. Participants were 272 Romanian emerging adults attending university (76% female; aged 19–29 years old, Mage = 21 years old). Latent class analysis was performed to identify patterns of psychological strengths using the Five Cs theory of positive youth development. Pairwise Wald chi square difference tests were then conducted to determine if the identified Five Cs profiles were associated with significant differences in other key outcomes. Findings indicated that, a two-class model emerged as the best fitting model, and in this model, Class 1 was similar to Class 2 on strengths of competence, confidence, and connection. However, the two classes were distinguishable by caring and character, with Class 2, the numerically more common profile (89%), being elevated on character and caring relative to Class 1 (which was a less frequently occurring profile, 11%). This finding highlights the importance of examining the diversity of positive development, even within the same theoretical framework. Further results indicated that the two identified classes showed similarities in problematic behaviors as well as in purpose in life and psychological complaints. Other group difference tests by profile/class indicated that Class 2 was higher in general and social well-being relative to Class 1, with a trend in the same direction for hope. However, an unexpected finding was that Class 2 was also elevated in somatic complaints relative to Class 1. These are important findings not only because of the contribution to the generalizability of the Five Cs theory and measure but also because of the implications of the findings to research, policy, and practice in the Romanian context and beyond.
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INTRODUCTION


Metatheoretical and Theoretical Foundations and Contributions

Within developmental science, there are many complementary metatheories of human development, with several views agreeing that a developing person and environment or context are complex, co-influential, and active over time (relational developmental systems or RDS metatheory—Overton, 2015; holistic-interactionistic view HI—Magnusson, 2001). A holistic view of the person was adopted in this study (consistent with elements of HI, Magnusson, 2001), and a pattern-oriented method was adopted in order to identify profiles of positive psychological strengths that in turn fell under the theoretical umbrella of the Five Cs model of positive youth development (PYD). An additional aim of this study was to examine if the identified profiles differ in other positive and problematic outcomes.

The first study aim with its pattern-oriented focus is needed, given that present day research on positive development is often characterized by studies in which a single construct or relations between a set of constructs/variables are the center of attention (Tolan et al., 2016). Variable-oriented (VO) approaches offer a view of what positive development could consist of across particular large groups of individuals. Yet, overreliance on one type of knowledge (e.g., nomothetic knowledge gained from VO approaches) is at odds with contemporary theories and metatheories about human development (e.g., RDS or HI), and maybe at odds with the nature of human development itself (Bergman and Andersson, 2010). As noted by Lerner et al. (2019, p. 10) “…development is about intraindividual change. Accordingly, these analyses [variable-oriented]1 do not illuminate the potentially unique individual pathways through which the PYD process unfolds…”

Several positive developmental theories, such as the Five Cs model of PYD, posit that individuals will make use of assets within contexts that fit their individual strengths and needs, and the nature of these developmental regulations between persons and contexts can change over time and place (Lerner et al., 2019). The person-oriented (PO) approach is a practical extension of HI metatheory that bridges HI concepts to everyday research practice. PO is not specific to the study on positive development but to human development in general (Bergman and Andersson, 2010) and seeks a closer correspondence between research practice and theory about human development. In PO “…the individual is regarded as a dynamic system of interwoven components that is best understood in terms of whole-system properties and often best studied by methods that retain these properties as far as possible, such as those that focus on individual patterns of information” (Bergman and Andersson, 2010, p. 155).

To address the first study research aim, a PO approach was used (via a type of pattern-oriented analysis) to examine psychological strengths of subgroups of individuals, with the expectation that there would be meaningful diversity in how the Five Cs of PYD patterned themselves within a group of individuals, particularly in context where little past similar research has been conducted. Further, this study added methodological novelty by combining PO and VO approaches in the second research aim to explore how the identified patterns of psychological strengths would be connected to other positive and problematic outcomes.

If positive development is not simply the avoidance or absence of problems and risk, then what does it consist of? According to Lerner, Lerner, and colleagues (Lerner et al., 2019), the Five Cs of PYD are important to understanding what it means for youth to thrive. According to Arbeit et al. (2014), within the Five Cs model, competence concerns a positive evaluation of one's ability to act in an effective manner in academic, social, and physical realms; confidence involves favorable self-worth as well as a sense of integrity about one's identity and body image; character consists of morality and values that have a sociocultural and personal basis, such as acceptance of diversity and responsibility; caring involves empathy toward others; and connection consists of the experience of mutually beneficial social bonds. It is further posited that when the Five Cs are prevalent part of the range of capabilities and dispositions of a young person, this will then lead to increased contribution to one's own development, to the development of others, and one's community (i.e., the Five Cs plus one; Lerner et al., 2019).

The Five Cs model was formulated in the early 1990s and was in part inspired by ideas prevalent in community-based youth development work in the United States (U.S.; Lerner et al., 2019). The process elements of this model are consistent with RDS metatheory (Overton, 2015) as well as other principles of human development, such as plasticity (i.e., the ability to change across development). RDS metatheory supports an emphasis on explaining growth in the Five Cs as a function of person context relations (Lerner et al., 2019). Within the model, there appears to be a theoretical openness to empirically testing and examining how the individual Five Cs should relate to one another in the widest possible variety of life conditions that are experienced by young people throughout the world (Lerner et al., 2019). Thus, the first research aim of this study is timely and needed, given that this study represents the first published examination of how the Five Cs of PYD pattern themselves in a sample of Romanian emerging adults.

As noted by O'Connor et al. (2016), scholars of positive development have pointed out the shortcomings of a one-sided view of young people as inherently deficit-rich and problematic. Yet, it is also the case that scholars who take a singular focus on only describing and explaining positive development offer an incomplete picture of youth and their development (O'Connor et al., 2016). A holistic view of the person (consistent with HI, Magnusson, 2001) provides a rationale for a wide-ranging focus that concerns how individuals function and adapt across domains of development (i.e., those that portend positive and problematic consequences in individual lives across time). In keeping with a holistic ethos, the second research aim of this study was to illuminate the potentially complex co-occurrence of aspects of positive (i.e., strengths such as those posited in the Five Cs model of PYD) and problematic facets of development or behavior. For example, one would expect a significant inverse association between, the Five Cs and antisocial behavior and alcohol use at the group or aggregate level. The results of the 4H study can provide some insights. This study was conducted by academics in partnership with a grassroots community-based national United States youth service organization called 4H. The longitudinal 4H study on PYD that included measurement of the Five Cs provided some evidence for this association at the group level, and yet other evidence at the subgroup level indicated some qualifications to this general association (Arbeit et al., 2014). For example, in a person-centered analysis of the 4H study, a subgroup of youth experiencing difficulties with externalizing behavior problems concurrently evidenced elevated levels of confidence and competence (Arbeit et al., 2014).

Thus, one can have few alternative hypotheses about the associations between strengths, such as the Five Cs of PYD and indicators of problematic development or behavior. One hypothesis could be a strong inverse association conceptualized as opposing poles of the same construct, with the positive (i.e., strengths) on one side of a continuum and the problematic on the other side (e.g., cumulative risk models imply this association; O'Connor et al., 2016). Other hypotheses could be that strengths and problems are not related to each other or that strengths and problems are associated with each other but have a moderate association because this association may only be the case for a particular subgroup and not others, and this variation by subgroup dampens the overall association at a group level (O'Connor et al., 2016).

These alternative hypotheses have vital implications for intervention efforts, in that if there is a strong inverse association between strengths and problems, basically opposing poles of the same construct, interventions designed to boost strengths will also address problems (O'Connor et al., 2016), or, if there are complex relations and co-occurrences at work, then simultaneous and coordinated implementation of promotion, prevention, and treatment approaches tailored to subgroups maybe warranted and ultimately of greatest benefit (O'Connor et al., 2016). Thus, this study begins to address these issues in a Romanian context for individuals who are in transition to adulthood.

The other broad conceptualization important to this study is the specificity principle within the field of human development (Bornstein, 2017). Developmental science has been characterized by a search for universal features and processes that explain human development on a global scale. Applied to positive development, this would imply that a certain combination of facets of positive development is indeed adaptive and is at the foundation of thriving universally across the wide range of life experiences and conditions that young people experience during the transition into adulthood across the world and across historical time. Bornstein (2017) argued that universals in human development can co-exist with the observation that a wide diversity of life experiences and conditions can produce diversity in development. Applied to positive development, this would mean that there could be commonalities across the globe in some valued and adaptive facets of positive development, but other facets may be of value only under some conditions and/or points in history because of prevailing socio-cultural and historical conditions (e.g., community engagement and contribution). Further, as noted by Lerner et al. (2019, p. 10) “…the constructs pertinent to any PYD model may be manifested differently in different national or cultural contexts. Clearly, future research needs to address these possibilities.” Thus, the contribution of this study is clear in that it is one of only a handful of studies about the positive development of Romanian emerging adults attending university, and no study published to date has used a pattern-oriented approach.



Socio-Cultural and Historical Context of This Study

In keeping with the specificity principle (Bornstein, 2017), it is important to document the sociocultural and historical context in which this study was conducted. Culturally speaking, Romania is a non-Western, educated, industrialized, rich and democratic (WEIRD) country (Henrich et al., 2010). The mainstream culture of Romania has been characterized as collectivistic (i.e., loyalty to family or to other significant groups as central societal norm), with high degree of power distance (i.e., hierarchies exist and are accepted to some degree) and elevated avoidance of uncertainty (i.e., rigid codes of belief and behavior, with low tolerance for novelty and unusual conduct) (Hofstede, 2020). The Romanian culture has also been described as scoring low on indulgence, in terms of people likely to undervalue their own personal desires and restrain their action to keep in step with social norms (Hofstede, 2020). However, like other East-Central European countries, Romania scores high on intellectual autonomy, understood in terms of creativity, curiosity, freedom, broad-mindedness, and harmony as well as low on hierarchy (Schwartz, 2008).

In a comprehensive monograph about the psychology of Romanians, David (2015) presented a detailed analysis of the global national psychological/personality profile of Romania. It was found that Romanians have average levels of neuroticism (i.e., anxiety, hostility, depression, self-consciousness/shyness, impulsiveness, and vulnerability to stress) and average levels of agreeableness (i.e., trust, straightforwardness/honesty, altruism, compliance, modesty, and tenderness). David (2015) also showed that Romanians have high levels of extraversion (i.e., warmth, gregariousness, assertiveness, activity, excitement-seeking, and positive emotion), openness (i.e., willingness for new experiences in terms of aesthetics, feelings, actions, ideas, and values), and conscientiousness (i.e., competence, order, dutifulness/honor, achievement striving, self-discipline, and deliberation).

Economically speaking, Romania is a post-communist Eastern European country with an upper-middle national economy. After the fall of the Iron Curtain, the country provided a completely new and challenging environment for both adults and young people, given the transition from communism to democracy (Diamond, 2015), with a free-market economy and access to the European Union (EU). Given its cultural and historical context, Romania represents an important context for studying the transition to adulthood, given that education and positive youth development initiatives are still underdeveloped within Romania. For example, Romanian investment in education remains low in comparison with other EU countries (European Commission, 2019). Furthermore, tertiary educational attainment of 24.6% for Romanian youth is far below the EU average of 40.7%, while early school leaving of youth aged 18–24 years old is one of the highest in the EU (16.4 compared with 10.6% EU average; European Commission, 2019). In Romania, youths make the transition to adulthood in an environment affected by poverty and structural inequality (Bădescu and Sum, 2015), as well as fear of corruption and social injustice (Bădescu et al., 2019). The transition to adulthood in Romania for young people is also marked by lack of employment opportunities after graduation from school, with approximately 17% of young people being not employed or in further education or training (i.e., NEET, Eurostat, 2019).

With less than optional educational and economic supports for successful transition into adulthood, the emotional life, well-being, and health of Romanian children, adolescents, and emerging adults are also important to reflect on as part of the context for this study. Health Behavior in School-aged Children (HBSC; World Health Organization, 2020) responses from Romania indicated that approximately one in four children report somatic and psychological problems, such as difficulty in falling asleep and unhappiness, at least once a week. Youths in Romania report higher than average alcohol use (relative to European averages; World Health Organization, 2018) and elevated rates of experiences with bullying (World Health Organization, 2020). In terms of social adjustment problems, such as substance use, in a study with 1,359 Romanian young adults (18–30 year-olds), only 3% of participants were abstinent, with main reasons for alcohol use being reported as: curiosity (67.8%), to be liked by peers (17.9%), adult influence (6.5%), and boredom (4.8%; Rada and Ispas, 2016). The national drug report for 2019 also noted that the prevalence in use of illicit substances among those aged 15–34 years old increased; in the case of cannabis for example, the number of users doubled from 2013 to 2016 (European Monitoring Center for Drugs and Drug Addiction, 2019). Furthermore, within Romania there is concern about the loss and outflow of human capital out of the nation via immigration of young people out of Romania (Romanian National Statistics Institute, 2019). Romanian youth and emerging adults represent a clear resource to their society and its future. Documenting the unique configuration of strengths that Romanian emerging adults possess is vital and maybe important to understanding adjustment and thriving of emerging adults in other European post-communist nations that are facing similar social and historical challenges.



Prior Studies on the Positive Development of Romanian Youth and Emerging Adults

Prior research studies that can inform this study are few in numbers and mainly come from studies in the international research literature outside of Romania. There are a handful of prior research studies that address and describe the emerging adulthood experience, in general, in contemporary Romania. For example, Vincze et al. (2013) found that the vast majority (e.g., 78–94%) of 18- to 25-year-old Romanian respondents in their study reported that they saw maturity as being characterized by the experience of freedom, responsibility for the actions that one takes, independent decision-making, and financial independence.

Within the realm of positive development, there are also some VO studies that have begun to document facets of positive development (e.g., Karaś et al., 2014). For example, Negru (2012) found variation in which factors predicted greater life satisfaction among Romanian high-school and university students. For example, high school students were likely to be more satisfied with life if they were low on identity exploration, and had more self-focus and increased feelings of being in-between; while for university students, increased satisfaction with life was predicted by high experimentation/perception of possibilities, high self and other focus, and low negativity/instability. Dimitrova et al. (2017) investigated ethnic and national identity resources underlying positive adaptation in Roma minority youth in several countries, such as Romania (i.e., Albania, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Kosovo, Italy, and Romania). Results indicated that among Roma samples across nations, the ethnic identity of Romanian Roma youth was lowest, and that for the Romanian Roma youth their ethnic identity was not significantly associated with self-esteem, yet elevated national identity (an identity rooted in the mainstream Romanian culture) was positively related to self-esteem.

Although the content focus of these studies (i.e., Negru, 2012; Dimitrova et al., 2017) differs from this study, an important lesson learned from these previous investigations is that subgroups of Romanian youth and emerging adults may differ from one another in important ways in the observed connections between facets of positive development and adjustment or problems. The subgroups may be defined by whether the young person is an adolescent or emerging adult, or it may be defined by one's position and relation to the mainstream culture, whether youth are in the Romanian cultural mainstream or part of an ethnic minority group, such as having a Roma heritage. Subgroups based on developmental period or ethnicity are not examined in this study, but the focus is, instead, on subgroups, as defined by empirically identified profiles of positive psychological strengths (i.e., the Five Cs), and how these subgroups may differ from one another in regard to other strengths and problems.



The Study

Since this study was exploratory and there was little direct relevant research to base specific hypotheses on, this study was guided by research questions that have a theoretical basis, not a priori hypotheses. In keeping with the PYD theory (Lerner et al., 2019), we examined if there was meaningful diversity in how the Five Cs of PYD patterned themselves in this sample. This is also consistent with a person-oriented focus on the whole system and its properties, in this case the Five Cs of PYD model. However, there were no hypotheses about a specific number of Five Cs patterns to identify or how identified patterns would relate to differences in problematic outcomes (i.e., somatic and psychological complaints as well as substance use and antisocial behavior). Thus, in this study, there was openness to any of the hypotheses about strengths and problems that were put forward by O'Connor et al. (2016), namely, strong inverse association, strengths and problems unrelated, or a moderate association depending on subgroup.

The positive outcomes examined in this study, purpose, hope, and well-being, have theoretical roots within positive psychology (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Positive psychology and the Five Cs of PYD are distinct but allied subfields within the study of positive development (Tolan et al., 2016). In advocating for a more integrative approach to positive developmental research, Tolan et al. (2016) noted that points of possible conceptual alignment between key constructs in the Five Cs and positive psychology include a common meta construct of Social Bonds and Morality, as indexed by caring in the Five Cs and meaning (i.e., purpose) in positive psychology. Also, according to Tolan et al. (2016), the meta-construct of Positive Self-Orientation could be indexed by positive emotions, such as well-being and hope (examined within positive psychology), and confidence in the Five Cs model. The array of positive outcomes included in this study (the Five Cs along with constructs from positive psychology) contributes to efforts that advance the study of positive development by conducting research in which constructs from more than one theoretical perspective/model are included and thereby has the potential to shed light on instances when models empirically overlap and when unique value is added by a particular model. Thus, how any identified patterns of the Five Cs would relate to differences in specific positive outcomes (i.e., hope, purpose, and well-being) was also not posited because of uncertainty regarding what the identified patterns would be characterized by.



Study Aims and Research Questions

This study has two aims. The first aim was to describe profiles of positive psychological strengths, as measured by the Five Cs of PYD. This aim was addressed by research question 1 (RQ1): Are there distinct patterns of the Five Cs of PYD that characterize subgroups of participants within this sample?

The second study aim was to document the ways in which identified profiles may differ in relation to other aspects of positive and problematic development. This aim relates to research question 2 (RQ2): Do the identified patterns of the Five Cs evidence mean level differences in positive or problematic outcomes? RQ2 allows for an exploration of the concept of conceptual alignment between positive psychology and the Five Cs model of PYD, as well as exploration of the possible associations between strengths and problems as outlined by O'Connor et al. (2016).




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants

The participants were students at a public university in Central Romania (N = 272; 76% female; aged 19–29 years old, Mage = 21 years old) and were mainly students in the Social and Human Sciences. They were primarily pursuing bachelor's degrees (92%) with few taking up master's degree studies (8%). Most of the participants (64%) lived with one or both their parents, few (23%) lived alone, and approximately 13% had other living arrangements (e.g., living with an adult who was not a parent). They described their homes as being located in a large town or city (50%), small town (28%), or village (22%). The most frequently reported highest education for parents of the participants was: university or college (19% fathers; 25% mothers), technical or vocational school (73% fathers; 68% mothers), or secondary school (2% fathers; 4% mothers). With regard to religion, the majority of the sample (85%) reported that they were Orthodox.



Measures

The factor structure and latent reliability of the instruments used in this study are described in greater detail subsequently in the results section of this article and in Table 1 as well as Appendix 1 in Supplementary Material. This section is a description of the instruments themselves as administered to this sample and a summary of the measurement analyses described in the results and tables. Scales in this study are well used in the international research literature on adolescent and/or emerging adult development and health, and have evidenced generally acceptable to very good psychometric properties (e.g., van Gestel-Timmermans et al., 2010; Geldhof et al., 2014a; Hill et al., 2016).


Table 1. Factor loadings and measurement model.
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Purpose in Life Short Form

The Purpose in Life Short Horm (Hill et al., 2016) consists of four items that concern one's direction in life as well as the alignment of one's direction in life with authentically held views, interests, and commitments. A sample item is “There is a direction in my life.” Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale from Strongly Disagree = 1 to Strongly Agree = 5. See Appendix 1 in Supplementary Material for results from confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and item examples. The composite reliability estimate for the retained one factor latent model with four items was 0.93 (McDonald's ω).



Herth Hope Index

The Herth Hope Index consists of 13 items (Herth, 1991; van Gestel-Timmermans et al., 2010). Hope is operationalized in this instrument as consisting of having a positive view on life and one's future as well as having a sense of meaning in life and beneficial connections to others. A sample item is “I have a positive outlook toward life.” Items have 11 positively and two negatively worded items that are rated on a 5-point Likert scale from Strongly Disagree = 1 to Strongly Agree = 5. See Appendix 1 in Supplementary Material for CFA results and item examples. The composite reliability estimate for the retained one factor latent model with five items was 0.87 (McDonald's ω).



Subjective Health Complaints

A scale from the Health Behavior in School-aged Children (HBSC) survey (Inchley et al., 2018; Cosma et al., 2020) was used as an index of subjective health complaints. The participants reported on the recent (past 6 months) frequency of eight somatic and psychological symptoms, which were, for example, experiencing “headache,” “stomach ache” (four somatic items), and for psychological symptoms, for example, “feeling low/depressed,” “feeling nervous” (four psychological items). Response options are rated on a 5-point Likert scale from Rarely or Never = 1 to About Everyday = 5, with higher scores indicating a greater frequency in symptoms. See Appendix 1 in Supplementary Material for CFA results and item examples. The composite reliability estimate for the retained two-factor latent model with four items on each factor was 0.75 (McDonald's ω) for the somatic factor and 0.89 (McDonald's ω) for the psychological factor.



Mental Health Continuum Short Form

The Mental Health Continuum Short Form (Keyes et al., 2020) consists of 14 items that concern well-being with regard to emotional states (e.g., “happy”) as well as aspects of well-being in general (e.g., “…life has a sense of direction or meaning to it”), social well-being (e.g., “…belonged to a community…”), and psychological well-being (“…like most parts of your personality”). The frequency of experiencing these aspects of well-being is rated on a 6-point Likert scale from Never = 1 to Everyday = 6, with higher scores indicating greater well-being/thriving. Items on this scale can be used in a categorical (cut offs are used to determine thriving on a certain number of items rating oneself as a five or six) or continuous manner. See Appendix 1 in Supplementary Material for CFA results and item examples. The composite reliability estimate for the retained modified bi-factor latent model with 14 items was 0.93 (McDonald's ω) for the general factor, 0.8 (McDonald's ω) for the emotional factor, 0.8 (McDonald's ω) for the social factor, and 0.68 (McDonald's ω) for the psychological factor.



Short Form Five Cs of PYD Measure (PYDSF)

The Five Cs of PYD (competence, confidence, character, caring, and connection) Short Form consists of 34 items (PYDSF; Geldhof et al., 2014a) rated on a 5-point Likert scale. However, the response options on the 5-point scale can vary depending on the item/scale. Items can be averaged into one of five theory-based scale scores (Geldhof et al., 2014a). On the short form, appraisal of competence of the participants in social relations, academic life, and athletics (e.g., “I am just as smart as others my age”) can be measured with six items rated from Strongly Disagree = 1 to Strongly Agree = 5. View of the confidence that the participants have in themselves can be measured by six items. These items concern satisfaction with oneself in general (i.e., self-worth and positive identity) or satisfaction with one's physical appearance. Items on this scale are rated Strongly Disagree = 1 to Strongly Agree = 5. Character can be measured with eight items that concern behavioral conformity to norms (e.g., sample item: “I usually act the way I am supposed to” rated Strongly Disagree = 1 to Strongly Agree = 5), as well as items on the acceptance of prosocial norms or social conscience. Items in this case are rated as Not Important = 1 to Extremely Important = 5. Other items on this scale concern endorsement of values about cultural diversity, with these items rated as Not at All Like Me = 1 to Very Much Like Me = 5. Caring can be indexed by six items that concern empathy toward others in terms of affect and behavior with these items rated as Not at All Like Me = 1 to Very Much Like Me = 5. Connection is measured by eight items that regard perception of belonging and acceptance of the participants from important others at university, in one's community, as well as among family and friends. Two items about friends are rated 1 = Almost Never True or Never True to 5 = Always True and the remaining items are rated Strongly Disagree = 1 to Strongly Agree = 5. See Appendix 1 in Supplementary Material for CFA results and item examples. The composite reliability estimate for the retained modified five-factor latent model with 28 items was 0.63 (McDonald's ω) for competence (four items), 0.91 (McDonald's ω) for confidence (four items), 0.71 (McDonald's ω) for character (six items), 0.92 (McDonald's ω) for caring (six items), and 0.71 (McDonald's ω) for connection (eight items).



Substance Use

Seven items from the Search Institute Attitudes and Behaviors: Profiles of Student Life (Leffert et al., 1998) were used to index recent (last 30 days) alcohol and tobacco use (three items for example “Have you used alcohol once or more in the past 30 days”) as well as use of illicit drugs or being involved with drunk driving (as a driver or passenger) in the past 12 months (four items). These seven items were rated with a yes or no response. See Appendix 1 in Supplementary Material for CFA results and item examples. The composite reliability estimate for the retained one-factor latent model with seven items was 0.88 (McDonald's ω).



Antisocial Behavior

Six items from the Search Institute Attitudes and Behaviors: Profiles of Student Life (Leffert et al., 1998) were designed to index several different antisocial behaviors in the past 12 months, ranging from gambling and skipping classes to shoplifting, vandalism, carrying a weapon, and getting involved in a group fight. These items were rated as yes or no. See Appendix 1 in Supplementary Material for CFA results and item examples for this scale. The composite reliability estimate for the retained modified one-factor latent model with five items was 0.78 (McDonald's ω).




Procedure

This cross-sectional study was conducted as part of a wider cross-national study on positive development (Wiium and Dimitrova, 2019). The study used self-report (paper and pencil) surveys administered in a group classroom setting with university students in Social Sciences and Humanities. Scales and items not available in Romanian from previous studies were translated using a committee approach that involved a team of Romanian academic staff and students collaborating in an iterative process of translation until consensus was reached (van de Vijver, 2019). The team members translated the instrument independently, and they met in two rounds: one for review and refinements and one for mediation and deciding on revised version. The paper-and-pencil survey administration typically took no more than 30 min and was anonymous. Informed consent was obtained prior to data collection, and no participants declined to take part in the study. Study location was a public university in Central Romania. The participants received no incentives or credits for study participation. As part of the cross-national study on positive development, this study received ethical approval from the NSD-Norwegian Center for Research Data.



Data Analysis Strategy

Data analysis was undertaken in three main steps. First, we evaluated the factor structure of each measure individually with CFA. If necessary, modifications were made to the hypothesized measurement models based on the CFA analyses and guided by theory and prior psychometric studies. Second, we examined the factor correlations among all the constructs by including them in a single CFA model. The size of the model was reduced through the use of a parceling strategy, as discussed below. Third, we conducted an unconditional latent profile analysis of the PYDSF subscale scores for the Five Cs of PYD (competence, confidence, character, caring, and connection) and then compared the class means on the other variables. All analyses were conducted using Mplus 8.4 for structural equation modeling. For tests of absolute model fit, we examined the chi square test of exact fit and its p-value, comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). Good model fit was indicated by: chi square p < 0.05, CFI > 0.95, TLI > 0.95, RMSEA < 0.06, and SRMR < 0.08 (Hu and Bentler, 1999).




RESULTS


Measurement Model

First, we constructed a measurement model for the latent variables. Indicators of most of the latent variables were parcels constructed (i.e., a procedure normally used in structural equation modeling analysis to compute sums or average scores across multiple items to improve the quality of indicators and model fit while reducing model complexity) based on factor loadings from the item-level factor analyses. The exceptions were General Well-being, Substance Use/Abuse, and Antisocial Behavior. General Well-being was measured with parcels for Emotional Well-being, Social Well-being, and Psychological Well-being to reflect the bi-factor structure of Well-being. Specifically, we computed an average Emotional Well-being score, average Social Well-being score, and average Psychological Well-being score and modeled these three scores as indicators of General Well-being. Substance Use/Abuse and Antisocial Behavior were both modeled as single indicators, because the scales used to measure these constructs comprised binary items. Instead, the single indicators were modeled with corrections for measurement error that corresponded to reliability estimates of 0.85 for Substance Use/Abuse and 0.75 for Antisocial Behavior.

All other parcels were created using a balancing approach in which the strongest loading item on a factor was parceled with the weakest loading item, the second strongest with the second weakest, and so forth (Little et al., 2013). Scores on the items within each parcel were averaged to create indicators of the outcome variables. We estimated this model with a robust maximum likelihood estimator. The test of exact model fit was rejected based on a statistically significant chi square value, χ2(260) = 419.079, p < 0.001. Most fit indices were consistent with acceptable fit [CFI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.05 (0.04, 0.06), SRMR = 0.05]. The exception to this was the TLI, which was slightly below the cut-off, 0.94. We retained this model. Table 1 provides the factor loadings for the measurement model. Details about steps involved in the development of these measurement models are shown in Supplementary Material, and Appendixes 1 and 2.



Latent Profile Analyses and Group Difference Tests

Next, we conducted a series of analyses to test the main study aims. The first aim concerned describing how the Five Cs of PYD patterned themselves in this sample. The analyses performed to examine this aim were latent profile analysis of the PYDSF subscale scores for the Five Cs of PYD (competence, confidence, character, caring, and connection). We tested and compared two-class, three-class, and four-class models using the three-step process suggested by Asparouhov and Muthén (2012). Consistent with the exploratory nature of latent profile analysis, the number of classes we tested was guided by model fit information, as described below. Each model included residual covariances among the Five Cs and was estimated with a robust maximum likelihood estimator. First, we obtained the best loglikelihood values for the two-, three-, and four-class models. In a first run for each model, we requested 200 sets of start values in the first optimization step and 40 sets of starts in the second optimization step. In a second run, we increased the number of requested sets of start values to 600 and 120, respectively, to ensure that the best loglikelihood value was replicated. Second, we used the sets associated with the best loglikelihood value in the first step to compare each model with a more parsimonious model with one fewer class by the Vuong–Lo–Mendell–Rubin (VLMR) test. Third, we again used the sets associated with the best loglikelihood value in the first step to compare each model with a more parsimonious model with one fewer class, this time by the bootstrap likelihood ratio test (BLRT). In a first run for each model, we used the Mplus default of 20 and 5 sets of start values for the first and second optimization steps for the more parsimonious model. If the best loglikelihood value was not replicated, then we increased the number of requested sets of start values to 100 and 20 in a second run and, if necessary, to 500 and 80 in a third run.

The results from the model comparisons are shown in Table 2. Lower BIC values indicate better relative fit, while statistically significant VLMR and BLRT p-values indicate that a model fits better than a more parsimonious model with one class less. All three indices suggested that the two-class model fit better than the one-class model. VLMR suggested that the three-class model did not fit better than the two-class model, whereas BLRT suggested the opposite. Similarly, VLMR suggested that the four-class model did not fit better than the three-class model, but BLRT suggested the opposite. Of all the three models, BIC supported the two-class model. Since VLMR and BIC indicated that more than two classes did not improve model fit, we did not explore more complex models with five or more classes. Instead, we selected the two-class model for further analysis.


Table 2. Model comparisons and latent profile analysis of the Five Cs.
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The profile plot for the two-class model is shown in Figure 1. Class 1, which included 11% of the cases, had means that were similar to those of Class 2 on competence, confidence, and connection. However, the Class 1 mean for caring was 1.861 points lower than the Class 2 mean for caring. The Class 1 mean for character was 0.552 points lower than the Class 2 mean for character.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. A profile plot for the 2-class model.


The second study aim explored how the identified profiles might differ in other aspects of positive and problematic development. This was done by using the 3-step approach described in Nylund-Gibson and Choi (2018) for examining distal outcomes in latent class analysis. Specifically, we compared the two identified classes on the other outcome variables (purpose in life, hope, somatic complaints, psychological complaints, well-being, substance use/abuse, and antisocial behavior) by Wald [image: image] tests. Results are shown in Table 3.


Table 3. Difference tests, Class 1 vs. Class 2.
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Among the four negatively oriented outcomes, which included somatic complaints, psychological complaints, substance use, and antisocial behavior, only somatic complaints showed a significant average difference between the Classes. Specifically, Class 1 evidenced a lower average score than Class 2 on somatic complaints. Class 2 was the more commonly occurring profile (89% of cases) that was higher (than Class 1) on the 5Cs caring and character scales. Thus, being elevated on caring and character was also connected with more somatic complaints. Otherwise, there were no significant differences between the identified Classes on the other negative outcomes examined in this study.

Among the six positively oriented outcomes (purpose, hope, general well-being, emotional well-being, social well-being, psychological well-being) the results showed more differences among the Classes. Class 2, in comparison with Class 1, was significantly elevated on general well-being and social well-being. In other words, the Class that was higher on the 5Cs caring and character (i.e., Class 2) also showed greater general and social well-being in comparison with Class 1 (11% of cases). There was also a trend toward a significant difference (p = 0.06) in the same direction for hope, with Class 2 approaching a higher score on hope relative to Class 1.




DISCUSSION

The two aims of this study were to describe the profiles of positive psychological strengths, as measured by the Five Cs of PYD, and to document the ways in which positive and problematic development can co-occur. For the first research aim, a two-class model emerged as the best fitting model compared with a one-, three-, and four-class model. Focusing on the two-class model, Class 1 was similar to Class 2 on the strengths of competence, confidence, and connection. However, the two Classes were distinguishable on caring and character, with Class 2, the numerically more common profile in this sample (89%) being elevated on character and caring relative to Class 1 (which was a less frequently occurring profile in this sample, 11%). This finding, while descriptive in nature, highlights the importance of examining the diversity of positive development, even within the same theoretical framework (the Five Cs theory) as well as documents how positive psychological strengths are not uniformly experienced across a group of individuals.

Further, in relation to the second research aim, the two identified Classes showed some similarities on their reports of problematic behaviors, such as antisocial behavior, substance use as well as on some positive aspects of development, such as purpose in life and on an index of health, namely psychological complaints. Other group difference tests by profile/class indicated that Class 2 was higher on general and social well-being relative to Class 1. A trend in the same direction was found for hope. However, an unexpected finding was that Class 2 was also elevated on somatic complaints relative to Class 1.

That two profiles of the Five Cs were found, one reflecting above average to high levels of the Five Cs and the other reflecting a profile of low to above-average levels, suggests that higher levels of the PYD indicators do not always cluster together. It should be noted that in the use of the term “average” in this instance, we are referring to “average” on a one to five scale (i.e., 3), which is the scale used on the Five Cs instrument. Normative data on the Five Cs for Romanian emerging adults is presently not available. Indeed, earlier studies have found these patterns in general population youth samples. For example, in a study among a sample of Irish adolescents, higher scores were found for caring and connection, while participants scored relatively low on competence (Conway et al., 2015). Among emerging adults in Ghana, who are similar to the participants in this study in terms of age and educational background, scores on caring and confidence were relatively high while those for competence were relatively low (Wiium et al., 2019). In this study, the score on competence is the lowest for both PYD profiles, while Class 1 has the highest score on confidence and Class 2 on caring. For Class 2, there is a clustering of the Five Cs at higher levels (although not entirely), indicating thriving, which, in line with PYD theoretical perspective and empirical evidence, should lead to more contribution to self, family, community, and society (Lerner et al., 2005).

With youth and emerging adults in Romania facing social, economic, and educational challenges that can translate into poverty, social adjustment problems, low tertiary educational attainment, high unemployment rate, and structural inequality, among others, identifying factors that facilitate thriving among emerging adults is critical. It is, therefore, encouraging that a PYD profile that reflects clustering of relatively high scores on the Five Cs was identified and associated with a class that contained majority (89%) of the 272 participants involved in this study. However, not all have healthy levels of the thriving indicators, suggesting that more work needs to be done to promote thriving among young Romanian people, an assertion, which is especially true for emerging adults, as they transition to full adult roles.

The findings also revealed associations between the two PYD profiles and several indicators of well-being. At the earlier stage of positive youth development research, positive youth outcomes, such as the Five Cs, were theorized to relate inversely to risk and problem behaviors (e.g., depression, violence, and substance abuse). This assertion has been confirmed in empirical research on associations between average PYD indicator scores and problem behaviors (Geldhofet al., 2014a). However, research that has examined the profiles of the Five Cs in longitudinal studies (using person-centered analysis rather than the often-used variable centered analysis) has indicated a more complex association. Accordingly, in longitudinal studies, while an inverse relation has been observed, the two outcomes have also been found to relate positively to each other in some trajectories, or not related at all in others (Lewin-Bizan et al., 2010).

In this study, Class 1was related to a lower average score on Somatic complaints relative to Class 2. This was an unexpected finding. One possible reason for Class 2 being associated with a higher score on somatic complaints could be due to their high score on caring. Although caring, like the other Cs of PYD, is perceived as a thriving indicator, earlier research studies among youths in Lithuania (Truskauskaite-Kunevičiene et al., 2014), Norway (Holsen et al., 2017) and the United States (Geldhofet al., 2014b) have also reported a positive link between the PYD indicator of caring and internalizing problems, such as depression and anxiety. Geldhof et al. (2014b) found this positive link after controlling for the global measure of PYD and argued that high levels of empathy and sympathy in youth, as reflected in caring, may cause them to be overconcerned about thoughts and feelings of other people. In this study, the two PYD profiles, which differed significantly on caring, did not differ on psychological complaints (measured as emotional and mental feelings of an individual). They differed, rather, on somatic complaints, which were measured by report of headaches, stomach aches, and backaches, among others, of the participants. However, somatic complaints tend to correlate positively with psychological complaints (Lyyra et al., 2018). While the above explanations may hold, it is also possible that the positive link between Class 2 and somatic complaints was due to other unmeasured factors, and this unexpected finding certainly warrants more attention in future studies.

The current findings also showed positive associations between Class 2 and several distal positive outcomes, such as hope, general well-being, and social well-being. These associations are not surprising, as they align with both the theoretical assumptions and empirical evidence of the PYD perspective. Theoretically, the Five Cs have been hypothesized to be related to a sixth C, contribution, to self, family, community, and society. Empirically, the effect of the Five Cs (either as a global factor or five different components) on contribution and other positive indicators has been observed (Lerner et al., 2005; Holsen et al., 2017). The current findings add to the empirical evidence in that the Five Cs reported among Romanian emerging adults attending university were also found to be related to several aspects of their well-being or positive indicators (hope, general well-being, and social well-being).

Returning to theoretical debate on how strengths and problems are associated with each other (O'Connor et al., 2016), the findings support the conceptualization that strengths and problems are distinct constructs, and that subgroup processes are at work, at least in this sample. As noted, this type of theoretical conceptualization implies for intervention work that simultaneous and coordinated promotion and prevention approaches tailored to subgroups may be ultimately of greatest benefit (O'Connor et al., 2016). The findings only allow for provisional conclusions and feedback into this theoretical debate and await replication or qualification by future research studies with diverse Romanian emerging adults (those in and outside of university).


Limitations

Despite the novelty and importance of the study findings, there are also several limitations. First, although we had enough of a sample to be able to draw meaningful conclusions about the participants, this sample size was still relatively small and non-representative of the complete emerging adult population in Romania (which includes non-university emerging adults) and was predominately female. For context, the education profile nationally is that 9.9% of people aged 15–29 are enrolled in higher education programs (Eurostat, 2020), so many Romanian emerging adults are not represented by studies conducted at a university. Further, the sample size coupled with the uneven distribution of gender limited the ability to conduct subgroup analysis by gender. It is important to note that this sample was representative in terms of religious affiliation as predominately orthodox, which makes up the main religious affiliation in the total population (86.45%; NIS [National Institute of Statistics], 2013). The only other socio demographic indicator recorded in this study was highest education of parents, with participants reporting: university or college (19% fathers; 25% mothers), technical or vocational school (73% fathers; 68% mothers), or secondary school (2% fathers; 4% mothers).The highest education for parents of the participants in this study is consistent with the national education profile (Eurostat, 2020), in that Romanians aged 35–54 (the likely age of the parents of the participants in this study) have completed higher education at approximately similar levels (18% males, 21% females), as well as technical or vocational school (65% males, 60% females). Sociodemographic factors could have played a moderating role in the findings of this study. However, these factors were not tested in this study. It would be of benefit to have additional sociodemographic indicators collected (e.g., family income) with a larger sample size with emerging adults in and outside of university. In summary, future studies will need more representative samples that cover emerging adults from a diversity of educational, social, and cultural backgrounds and with a greater balance in gender.

Another main area of limitation is the cross-sectional design of this study, thus, causal inferences cannot be made, while future research on this topic would benefit from the inclusion of longitudinal studies. Finally, while the Five Cs were largely reported among the participants, there is still the question as to whether the Five Cs actually reflect positive indicators for Romanian emerging adults. For example, Geldhof et al. (2015) reasoned that the Five Cs measures were created to capture broad aspects of PYD indicators that are relevant to most young people, but the measures may still lack content specificity. Accordingly, the meaning of each C may differ across context. It is, therefore, possible that the Five Cs measures that were developed using youth samples living in a WEIRD national context do not only fail to accurately assess the competence, caring, confidence, connection, and character of the participants who live in a non-WEIRD context, but also that their indicators of positive development are not adequately captured by the measures. These are issues that need to be examined in future studies that will also utilize qualitative methods. Greater diversity in research methods, such as fully ideographic individual focused research over time, should be used to investigate this topic as that would provide a fuller test of the specificity principle (Bornstein, 2017) as it relates to the identification of universal as well as possibly culturally specific profiles of positive psychological strengths.



Implications

Despite the limitations, the findings have several implications related to research, policy, and practice. For research, the findings extend the applicability of the Five Cs of PYD scale and indicate that the scale can be used as a tool in accessing indicators of positive psychological strengths, also among emerging adults attending university in Romania, although some refinement and exploration of a wider set of constructs may be required. With the Five Cs measure as a starting point, more research can be conducted to fully assess the facilitating factors of thriving among youth and emerging adults in Romania, and similar contexts in Eastern Europe where PYD research is scarce. Applying a strengths-based framework in strategies that are put together to promote the course of the youth and emerging adults may constitute an effective way of harnessing and channeling their strengths and skills into community and national development. Accordingly, stakeholders at all levels of society in the Romanian contexts can have it as a policy to promote a coordinated effort that ensures nurturance of the skills, opportunities, and resources needed for thriving and contribution among Romanian youth and emerging adults.

As for practice, the Five Cs can be actively used in intervention settings, not just as a framework but also as measures that provide an indication of the level of psychological strengths. Using PYD measures as an assessment of positive development will help to identify the needs and strengths of the youth and emerging adults as well as to help determine where to invest more resources. For profiles of youth and emerging adults with higher levels of psychological strengths, such as in Class 2, intervention strategies that will sustain these levels can be applied. For profiles in which there is substantial room to grow in terms of the levels of strengths, for example character and caring in Class 1, interventions that will enhance the psychological strengths could be particularly beneficial. Thus, specific components of the Five Cs can be focused on in intervention programs depending on the needs of the group or individuals. Moreover, as PYD proposes that positive psychological strengths are a function of an active interaction between individuals and their contexts, emerging adults should be given the opportunity to participate actively in the planning and implementation of programs that concern their own development and well-being (Eichas et al., 2019).



Conclusion

Results indicated two profiles, Class 2 that showed above average to high levels of the Five Cs, and Class 1, a pattern that contains low to above average scores, with lower scores on character and caring. Although Class 1 was less likely to report somatic complaints, Class 2 was positively associated with other indicators of well-being. These are important findings, not only because of the contribution to the generalizability of the Five Cs measures and theory but also because of the implications of the findings to research, policy, and practice in the Romanian contexts and beyond. The findings show indications of thriving among emerging adults attending university in the Romanian context, but there is much more work to be done.
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