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Positive Youth Development as a
Preventive Public Safety Strategy

Positive Youth Development (PYD) is an
intentional, socially constructive approach
that recognizes young people as valuable
assets rather than problems to be solved.
From a public safety perspective, PYD
represents a proactive and preventive
strategy that addresses the root causes of
crime and violence by investing in the
healthy development, resilience, and
potential of youth.?

Traditional public safety approaches often
focus on responding to harmful behavior after
it occurs.? PYD shifts this paradigm by
emphasizing prevention, opportunity, and
connection. When young people have access
to supportive relationships, safe environments,
and meaningful opportunities to learn and
contribute, they are significantly less likely to
engage in risky or criminal behavior.* This
approach not only benefits youth but also
strengthens families, neighborhoods, and
community trust.

How PYD Improves Public
Safety Outcomes

Central to PYD is the understanding that youth
behavior is shaped by their environments.
Exposure to poverty, trauma, violence, and
systemic inequities increases the likelihood of
negative outcomes, including justice system
involvement.® PYD addresses these
challenges by building protective factors such

FightCrime.org

@ FightCrime

as strong social and emotional skills, positive
peer networks, caring adult mentors, and a
sense of belonging.® These protective factors
buffer against risk and support healthy
decision-making.

Programs such as Big Brothers Big Sisters of
America demonstrate how consistent,
supportive adult relationships reduce
delinquency and improve behavioral
outcomes.” School-based life skills and
character development initiatives and
afterschool programs also create structured
environments and improve academic
achievement during peak-risk hours, reducing
opportunities for youth crime.®
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From a public safety standpoint, PYD has been
found to reduce juvenile justice involvement,
lower recidivism rates, and decrease violent
behavior. Schools and communities that
implement PYD-focused strategies experience
improved school climate, higher attendance
and graduation rates, and fewer disciplinary
incidents.® Community-based initiatives like
YouthBuild, which combine education, job
training, and leadership development, reduce
justice system contact and recidivism by
increasing economic opportunity and
workforce readiness.”

Strengthening Systems, Trust,
and Community

PYD also plays a key role in strengthening
relationships between youth and public safety
systems." Trauma-informed, developmentally
appropriate approaches—particularly within
law enforcement and diversion programs—
help reduce harmful system involvement and
promote positive outcomes.” Restorative
justice and diversion initiatives grounded in
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PYD principles focus on accountability, skill-
building, and repairing harm rather than
punishment alone.”

Investing in PYD is a cost-effective public
safety strategy, with return-on-investments
estimates of up to $20,000 per youth who is
not involved in the justice system, and as much
as $162,000 per justice-involved youth for
certain programs.™ Prevention and early
intervention reduce long-term expenditures
associated with incarceration, court
involvement, healthcare, and victimization.®
Communities that prioritize PYD see long-term
benefits in economic stability, workforce
readiness, and civic engagement.’™

Conclusion

Positive Youth Development is not separate
from public safety—it is fundamental to it. By
fostering opportunity, connection, and
belonging, PYD creates safer communities
today while building a stronger, more resilient
future for generations to come.



PYD in Action

Positive Youth Development strengthens public safety through practical, evidence-based
programs, including:

Mentoring for youth (post-release)"” — programs that involve pairing young people

who have exited the justice system with trained adult volunteers who build supportive,
pro-social relationships to promote positive development and reduce delinquent behavior.
ROI = $34,496

Adolescent Diversion Project'® — a diversion program developed by researchers at Michigan
State University, designed to mitigate potential negative consequences associated with the
juvenile justice system and maintain a youth’s pro-social ties in the community. ROl = $26,825

Seattle Social Development Project™ — a long-term, evidence-based prevention program
that promotes positive youth development and reduces problem behaviors by strengthening
social skills, family relationships, and school bonding from childhood through adolescence.
ROI = $5,978

LifeSkills Training (LST)?*° — a school-based classroom program designed to reduce the risk
of alcohol, tobacco, and drug use, as well as violence, by addressing the social and
psychological factors that contribute to the initiation of risky behaviors. ROl = $1,763

Guiding Good Choices?' — an evidence-based family prevention program that helps parents
and caregivers of youth ages 9-14 build strong communication, effective parenting skills, and
strategies to reduce risky behaviors and promote healthy decision-making. ROl = $337

Together, these approaches demonstrate how investing in youth development directly
contributes to safer schools, stronger communities, and more effective public safety systems.
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