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Abstract
We describe methodological challenges in studies of positive development
of minority youth. A framework is described that captures the main validity
threats in this type of research. The framework involves different types of
bias (referring to sources of systematic error in studies of minority youth).
If there is bias in a study, the comparability of constructs or scores across
minority groups can be challenged. Many procedures have been proposed
in the literature to deal with such methodological problems, which affect
either the design or the analysis of a study. We review such procedures and
pay special attention to two topics that attract much attention in recent
studies: response styles and mixed methods. It is concluded that sound
methods can help to make study results more robust and replicable.

Researchers studying positive development of
minority children face many conceptual and
methodological challenges (e.g., Motti-Stefanidi
2014; Spencer 1990). We argue that the combi-
nation of a culturally sensitive approach and rig-
orous researchmethods is crucial in advancing this

research field. Various methodological problems
in research on positive development of minority
children can be addressed by a careful design and
analysis of studies, building on the extensive
experience from cross-cultural and developmental
psychological studies of the last decades. This
chapter focuses on the methodological challenges
of comparability and validity in data obtained in
different immigrant groups. We first define and
review bias and equivalence in cross-cultural
research as a theoretical framework to address
the comparability and validity issues; we then
describe how to deal with bias and equivalence
issues, based on empirical examples; we end the
chapter with an overview of domains of current
research interest and rapid development, and a
description of possible future directions.
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Historical Overview and Theoretical
Perspectives

The research on minority children inevitably
concerns the appropriateness of measurement
and/or the comparability of one minority group
to another or to the majority group. According to
Poortinga (1995), studies with a cross-cultural
comparative nature in the 1940s based their
findings on two assumptions: firstly, existing,
notably Western, conceptualizations of psycho-
logical constructs in one culture are applicable to
other cultures; secondly, cultural contexts do not
affect the processes and outcomes of an assess-
ment. The second assumption was challenged in
the 1960s, and since then culturally sensitive
tests were promoted. In the 1980s, the pervasive
influences of culture on comparative studies
could no longer be ignored, therefore various
approaches to adapt tests and sophisticated psy-
chometric analysis tools have been developed
(e.g., Cronbach and Drenth 1972; Poortinga and
Van de Vijver 1987).

Van de Vijver and Leung (1997) put forward
a systematic classification of bias and equiva-
lence, which provides the framework to address
methodological issues of cross-cultural studies.
Bias occurs when score differences on the indi-
cators of a particular construct do not correspond
to differences in the underlying trait or ability. It
refers to systematic errors in data that are
expected to be found again were the study to be
repeated and that have an impact on the adequacy
of the measure for assessing the purported
underlying construct or the average scores of at
least of one of the cultures studied. Equivalence
refers to the implications of bias on test score
comparability. It is an indicator of the measure-
ment level at which scores obtained in different
cultural groups can be compared.

A Taxonomy of Bias

Three types of bias, namely construct, method,
and item bias, are distinguished based on the
source of invalidity (Van de Vijver 2015; Van de
Vijver and Leung 1997; Van de Vijver and

Tanzer 2004). Construct bias occurs when the
construct measured is not identical across cul-
tures, either because the concept or because the
elements taken to comprise its measure (e.g.,
attitudes, behaviors, or cognitions) are not com-
parable (Van de Vijver and Poortinga 1997). For
instance, resilience is defined by Ungar (2008) as
the capacity of individuals to navigate their way
to health-enhancing resources and the capacity of
individuals’ physical and social ecologies. The
definition may well be universally applicable;
yet, its manifestations may vary across cultures.
With minority children, resilience can manifest
itself in different ways. Drop-out is generally
recognized as a negative school outcome and an
important indicator of poor resilience (e.g.,
Masten and Coatsworth 1998); however, dropout
was found to be a positive indicator of resilience
in a group of African Canadian students to
establish dignity, personal efficacy, and inde-
pendence (Dei et al. 1997). A discussion of the
pros and cons of both operationalizations is
beyond the scope of this chapter. However, the
example illustrates that assessing resilience
requires researchers to have a good knowledge of
the cultural contexts of their studies and to take
culture-specific aspects into consideration (e.g.,
Masten and Motti-Stefanidi 2009).

Another example of construct bias comes
from acculturation research. Before describing
findings in the acculturation domain, a caveat on
terminology is needed. The literature on positive
youth development uses the concept of accul-
turation in two quite distinct meanings. In the
first, acculturation is the same as adjustment;
well acculturated children refer then to immi-
grant children who are well adjusted to their new
cultural context (e.g., Riggs 2006). The second
meaning, adopted here, is broader and views
acculturation as orientations towards both the
ethnic and mainstream culture (e.g., Neblett et al.
2012). In the psychological acculturation litera-
ture the latter view has become dominant (e.g.,
Sam and Berry 2006), whereas the former view is
common in acculturation literature in sociology
(Sakamoto et al. 2009) and public health (Lara
et al. 2005). The field of positive youth devel-
opment would gain in clarity if authors were
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more explicit about the view on acculturation
that they espouse.

It can be argued that these conventional mod-
els, notably the view of equating acculturation
with adjustment, are increasingly at oddswith how
acculturation takes place these days. In many
contexts youth does not deal with two but with
three or even more cultures. An example is
“3D-acculturation” which describes how Jamai-
can immigrants to the US simultaneously negoti-
ate the Jamaican, EuropeanAmericanmainstream,
and African American cultures (Ferguson et al.
2012). Another example is superdiversity, which
refers to neighborhoods where people from many
different ethnicities live together (Vertovec 2007);
in these neighborhoods acculturation (and iden-
tity) processes can no longer be captured in a
simple mainstream—immigrant dichotomy but
involve multiple allegiances, which can even
include cosmopolitanism (as a pan-human iden-
tity) (Van de Vijver et al. 2015).

According to Snauwaert et al. (2003), the
often employed classification in acculturation
orientations (i.e., integration, assimilation, sepa-
ration, and marginalization; Berry 1997) cannot
be taken to refer to immigrant preferences that
are the same across all life domains. These
authors studied immigrants in Belgium. If
acculturation was measured in a contact domain
(i.e., perceived desirability of having contacts
with both mainstreamers in the country of set-
tlement and immigrants from the same country of
origin), integration was preferred; most immi-
grants find it desirable to have contacts with both
groups, which in the conceptual model is taken
as evidence in favor of integration. However, if
identification with the mainstream and ethnic
culture was assessed, Snauwaert and colleagues
found support for separation, as identification
with the ethnic culture was much stronger than
identification with the mainstream culture. These
findings are in line with results obtained by
Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver (2003), who
found that Turkish-Dutch prefer separation in the
private domain and integration in the public
domain. These studies suggest that acculturation

orientations vary with personal involvement of
the domain and that domains with a strong per-
sonal involvement (such as identification and
religion) are most resistant to acculturative
change. As a consequence, there is no such thing
as the acculturation orientation of an immigrant
or an immigrant group. The common conceptu-
alization of acculturation orientations refers to a
domain-independent construct and does not refer
to any domain, where such domain dependence
may be part and parcel of the construct.

Method bias is a generic term for all forms of
systematic errors occurring during the process of
assessment. It can derive from sampling, struc-
tural features of the instrument, or administration
processes. Sample bias results from incompara-
bility of samples. Cross-cultural variations in
sample characteristics can be related to target
measures; confounding sample differences could
lead to observed score differences in the target
measures that do not involve valid cross-cultural
differences. A typical case in point is the
confounding of educational quality with IQ in
cross-cultural comparisons of IQ scores
obtained in very different cultural contexts.
A meta-analysis revealed that national expendi-
ture on education, which can be taken as a proxy
for educational quality, was a predictor of
cross-national differences in scores on the
Raven’s Progressive Matrices (Brouwers et al.
2009).

Instrument bias refers to incomparability
arising from instrument characteristics. In com-
paring the cognitive performances of children
from black and white groups in South Africa,
Malda et al. (2010) found that children from both
groups performed better when the version of the
test was designed for their own group, which
illustrates how differences in stimulus familiarity,
due to cultural differences, can affect
cross-cultural comparisons. Another source of
instrument bias is response styles, the systematic
tendency to use certain answer anchors on some
basis other than the target construct (Cronbach
1950). Okanda and Itakura (2010) reported that
3-year-old Japanese children tended to

Equivalence in Research on Positive Development of Minority … 55



inappropriately say “yes” to yes–no questions,
although they knew the answers to the questions.
Comparing different ethnic groups in the
Netherlands, He and Van de Vijver (2013) found
that Nonwestern immigrants tend to use response
moderation strategies such as acquiescent and
midpoint responding more than Western immi-
grants and Dutch mainstreamers.

Administration bias can result from different
administration conditions (e.g., paper-and-pencil
versus online survey, individual versus group
administration), unclear instructions, and com-
munication between test administrator and
respondents, such as halo effects. For example,
African preschoolers showed higher test scores
on the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-R when
tested by African American field staff than by
white field staff (Doucette-Gates et al. 1998).

Item bias, also known as Differential Item
Functioning (DIF), means that an item has a
different psychological meaning in the cultures
studied. Technically, an item is biased if persons
with the same trait or ability, but coming from
different cultures, are not equally likely to
endorse the item (Van de Vijver and Leung
1997). There are multiple sources of item bias,
both linguistic (e.g., poor translation, language
features) and cultural (e.g., inapplicability of item
contents in different cultures, and items with
ambiguous connotations). If item bias is
observed, it is important to identify explanations
for it (e.g., poor translation or inapplicability of
an item in a certain context) (Leung and Van de
Vijver 2008). In their study of interethnic atti-
tudes of German mainstream children and
Turkish children in Germany, Feddes, Noack,
and Rutland (2009) administered a four-item
scale, asking how many out-group children were
friendly, polite, smart, and bad. For Turkish
children, the item “bad” showed DIF, as it caused
a lower reliability in the Turkish group. The
authors speculated that this might be due to
children’s willingness to attribute less positive
traits to one group, but not necessarily also
attribute more negative traits to this group. Thus,
this item was dropped in their further analysis.

A Taxonomy of Equivalence

Equivalence reflects the level of comparability
across cultures. Three levels of equivalence are
identified (Van de Vijver and Leung 1997).
Whereas bias refers to sources of systematic
distortions in cross-cultural comparisons that
challenge their validity, equivalence deals with
the implications of bias for the comparability of
constructs and scores. Construct equivalence
means that the same theoretical construct is
measured in each culture studied. Construct
equivalence is a prerequisite for any
cross-cultural comparison in any study; without
it, no cross-cultural comparison involving the
construct would be valid. It is an important first
step in the statistical analysis of cross-cultural
data to explore the structure of the construct and
the adequacy of sampled items. When a construct
does not have the same meaning across the cul-
tures, researchers need to acknowledge the
incompleteness of conceptualization and can still
compare the equivalent facets of the construct
(i.e., partial invariance; Byrne et al. 1989). The
current Zeitgeist appears to emphasize identity of
constructs across cultures. In such a climate the
lack of construct equivalence can easily be
construed as a reflection of inadequacy of design,
sampling, or data administration. This is
regrettable as the observation of construct
non-equivalence can point to important
cross-cultural differences.

Measurement unit equivalence (or metric
equivalence) indicates that measures of interval
or ratio level have the same measurement unit
(metric) across cultural contexts, but they have
different scale origins. When measures show
metric equivalence, scores can be compared
within cultural groups (e.g., gender differences
can be tested in each group), but scores cannot be
compared across groups (means of females in
one group cannot be compared to means of
females in another group).

Full score equivalence (or scalar equivalence)
represents the highest level of equivalence,
which means that scales in all groups studied
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have the same measurement unit and origin.
Observed scores are then free from any type of
bias and can be compared directly within and
across cultures. When measures show full score
equivalence, analyses of variance and t tests to
examine cross-cultural differences in means are
appropriate for (and only for) this level of
equivalence.

Equivalence as a Characteristic
of a Cross-Cultural Comparison

Equivalence cannot be assumed, but should be
empirically demonstrated (Van de Vijver and
Poortinga 1997). Consequently, before means are
compared across cultures, the first research
question to address in minority children studies
should be whether there is equivalence, which is
the basis for any meaningful and valid conclu-
sion to be drawn (e.g., Benson et al. 2009;
Bodkin-Andrewsa et al. 2010; Buhs et al. 2010).
Such an analysis should be routinely conducted
in any cross-cultural comparison as a first check,
in the same way as internal consistency is
reported.

So, cross-cultural studies of immigrant youth
should report equivalence and internal consis-
tency. Internal consistency is not an intrinsic
characteristic of an instrument, but a character-
istic of scores obtained with an instrument in a
specific study. The same holds for equivalence.
Conclusions about equivalence are based on
analyses of data obtained in specific samples.
Studies of minority youth are often based on
non-probability sampling; as a consequence,
generalizability of conclusions about equivalence
may be limited. Like internal consistency,
equivalence has to be examined and demon-
strated in each study.

Research Measurement
and Methodology

It requires careful design, implementation, and
statistical analysis to ensure equivalence (e.g.,
Cheung and Rensvold 2002; Van de Vijver and

Tanzer 2004). We propose to integrate the
strategies at different stages of a study, focusing
on best practices in the design and implementa-
tion stage and on statistical measures that can
empirically test equivalence in the analysis stage.

Design and Implementation Strategies

Choice of Instrument
In the conceptualization and design stage of a
study involving minority children, a decision has
to be made as to whether an existing instrument
will be used or whether a new instrument is to be
developed. The choice should depend on more
than the availability of an existing instrument.
Available instruments have the advantage that
they often have been tried and tested, usually in
Western groups. Notably when such instruments
have shown robust psychometric properties, there
may be an expectation that similar characteristics
will be found in other cultural groups, although
obviously, such characteristics have to be shown.
However, it is not a foregone conclusion that
instruments applied in their original form can
transcend language and culture differences in a
new context (e.g., Peña 2007). A major weakness
of most existing instruments is that they have not
been developed with a cross-cultural target group
in mind. Therefore, even if their psychometric
properties are favorable, their cultural adequacy
may be problematic. It is often all too easily
assumed that the instrument may work well and
that equivalence analyses can be used to identify
possible problems. The development of minority
children can be easily construed as “deviant” if
majority-based norms are used as starting point
(Spencer 1990). Therefore, we argue that the
choice of an instrument in studies on minority
children and youth should be approached from a
broader perspective, balancing substantive and
psychometric concentrations.

We argue that three options are available in
instrument choice: adoption, adaptation, and
assembly (Van de Vijver and Leung 1997).
Adoption involves the use of the original of a
measure (and applying a close translation of an
instrument if needed) in another cultural group or
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context. The main advantages are that the process
is simple to implement and it makes a direct
comparison of scores possible (assuming that
equivalence can be demonstrated); yet, adoption
can only be used when the items in the source
and target language versions adequately cover
the construct measured and the response formats
are appropriate in the new contexts (Harkness
2003). Adaptation is a combination of a close
translation of certain stimuli and modification of
other stimuli; an adaptation is preferred when
adoption of all stimuli is inadequate for linguis-
tic, cultural, or psychometric reasons. Nowadays,
adaptation has become more and more frequently
used and the term is often used as the de facto
standard in working with tests in multiple con-
texts. The change of word signifies the change of
emphasis in the process of working with multiple
language versions. There is a change from a
linguistic to a multidisciplinary perspective in
which in addition to language, cultural informa-
tion and psychological knowledge about the
target constructs are viewed as essential in
preparing stimulus materials for a new cultural
context. Assembly refers to the compilation of a
new measure; it is indicated when neither adop-
tion nor adaptation would be adequate. Assembly
can maximize the cultural appropriateness of an
instrument, but it renders numerical comparisons
of scores across cultures impossible.

The choice for any of the three options should
depend on the target cultures and research aims.
Adoption is favored if the goal is to compare
scores across-cultures directly, whereas adapta-
tion and assembly are better to enhance the
suitability of the instrument for the context in
which it will be administered. It is important to
note that there is no intrinsically superior option;
adoption, adaptation, or assembly can be the best
choice, given the balance required between psy-
chometric and cultural considerations.

Adoption has long been viewed as the default
choice in cross-cultural research; it is often the
“quick-and-dirty” choice that combines relatively
little effort to create an instrument for a new
group with high levels of comparability. How-
ever, adopting an existing instrument may con-
ceal interesting cross-cultural differences that are

not covered by the items of an existing instru-
ment. When adopting an existing instrument, the
question is implicitly or explicitly asked whether
this instrument, developed for another group, is
adequate in the new group. However, the cul-
turally more appropriate question would be: Is
the existing instrument the best possible to
measure the target construct in the new cultural
group? There is a subtle, yet important difference
in perspective between these two questions: in
the first perspective one culture is taken as frame
of reference whereas in the second perspective
there is a balance between the perspectives.

Pretests and Standardization
of Procedures
It is recommended to carry out pilot studies and
cognitive interviews before the field work (Willis
2005), because they can provide information
about the adequacy of the instrument in a specific
cultural context, reveal possible design problems,
and serve to reduce the likelihood of systematic
measurement bias. Pilot studies are particularly
important when measures are to be assembled
from scratch or transported to locations with a
large geographic and cultural distance from the
culture in which the original instrument was
developed. For example, cognitive interviewing
elicits respondents’ opinions on the response
process, which serves as an effective tool to
detect possible bias (e.g., Friborg et al. 2006).
The target population should be involved at an
early stage for consultation to have assessment of
high levels of acceptability and meaningfulness
for ethnic minority children (Leff et al. 2006).

When implementing the study, all field
workers should abide by a standard protocol,
which may include a standardized training for all
interviewers. Additional elements aimed to
reduce bias, notably method bias, involve the
specification of suitable administration condi-
tions (e.g., individual assessment or group
assessment) and administration modes (e.g.,
face-to-face interview, telephone interview,
paper-and-pencil survey or online survey) and
monitoring the interaction of interviewers and
interviewees (in case of halo effects). Other
measures such as clear instruction and examples,
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detailed field work documentation, assessment of
response styles, and test-retest comparisons may
also contribute to the minimization of biases
(Van de Vijver and Tanzer 2004).

Statistical Strategies

After administration, various analytic approaches
to detect bias and ensure equivalence in collected
data can be applied. In this section, we illustrate
the utilization of factor analysis at the scale level
and Differential Item Functioning analysis
(DIF) at the item level.

Factor Analysis
Both Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) and
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) can be used
to examine construct bias, whereas it is the
advantage of CFA that it can also detect item bias
(Vandenberg and Lance 2000). When the
underlying structure of a construct is unclear,
EFA is preferred in investigating and comparing
factor structures. The use of EFA (and various
other dimensionality-reducing techniques) to
study equivalence is based on a simple reason-
ing: identical constructs are measured in all
groups if the structure of an instrument, as ana-
lyzed with these techniques, is the same across
cultures. So, identity of factors (or dimensions) is
taken as sufficient evidence for equivalence.
Comparisons of multiple cultures can be con-
ducted either in a pairwise or in a one-to-all
manner (in the latter case each culture is com-
pared with the combined solution; Van de Vijver
and Poortinga 2002). Target rotations are
employed to compare the structure across cul-
tures and to evaluate factor congruence, often by
means of the computation of Tucker’s phi coef-
ficient, which tests to what extent factors are
identical across cultures. Values of the coefficient
above 0.90 are usually considered to be adequate
and above 0.95 to be excellent (Van de Vijver
and Leung 1997). Yağmur and Van de Vijver
(2012) compared self-report acculturation and
language orientations of Turkish immigrants in
four host countries, and the structural equiva-
lence of all the scales were established by

pairwise target comparisons of factor solutions of
each scale in the four countries. Such a procedure
ensures comparability across Turkish immigrants
across host countries.

CFA, as one application of structural equation
modeling procedures, is often employed when the
structure of the construct can be derived from
theory or previous work. An acceptable fit from
the CFA indicates that the hypothesized factor
structure can be accepted, and there is evidence for
equivalence. CFA can test hierarchical models
based on information of covariance matrix. For
example, if we set to examine whether the same
one-factor model holds in various cultures, a series
of nested models are usually tested (Cheung and
Rensvold 2002). The configural invariance model
specifies that the same latent construct with the
same indicators are assumed. In the measurement
weights model, factor loadings on the latent vari-
able are constrained to be equal across cultures. If
a multigroup confirmatory factor analysis yields a
satisfactory fit, the construct under investigation
can be said to have construct equivalence. In the
intercept invariance model, items are constrained
to have the same intercept across cultures. A sat-
isfactory fit of the intercept invariance model
provides evidence that there is no item bias. Var-
ious additional types of invariance have been
proposed; for example, in a structural covariance
model the covariances of latent factors are identi-
cal across groups; a structural residual model
refers to identity of the error component of the
latent variable; a measurement residuals model
specifies the identity of error component of the
items. Although it is quite clear that factor loading
and intercept invariance are the most important
aspects, there is no agreement in the literature
about the importance of the other types of invari-
ance. When full invariance cannot be reached, it is
also possible to resort to partial invariance by
removing the constraints of equal factor loadings
and/or intercepts in non-invariant items (Byrne
2001; Byrne and Van de Vijver 2010).

Model fit in CFA is usually evaluated by χ2

tests, their significance, and tests of the change in
χ2 values between different models of invariance.
Additional and frequently used indices include
the Tucker Lewis Index (TLI; acceptable above
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0.90 and excellent above 0.95), Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA;
acceptable below 0.06 and excellent below 0.04),
and Comparative Fit Index (CFI; acceptable
above 0.90 and excellent above 0.95). Whether
or not a more restricted model is acceptable can
be established by the change of Comparative Fit
Index; changes of values within 0.01 from the
less restricted to the more restricted model usu-
ally suggest acceptable fit of the latter (Byrne
2001; Van de Vijver and Poortinga 1997).

The technique, combined with other strategies,
has been used in research on positive development
of minority children, and proven to prolific.
Michaels, Barr, Roosa, and Knight (2007) used
multigroup CFA to check the equivalence of the
five domains of self-esteem among Anglo, Mexi-
can, Africa and Native American youths aged 9–
14 years of low-income, inner-city school district
in a large metropolitan area in the southwestern
United States. Scalar equivalence was reached for
the global self-worth and scholastic competence
domain, whereas other domains only showed
scalar equivalence in some of those groups, indi-
cating that these domains were only meaningful to
certain ethnic groups or that items might not
adequately represent the construct in all groups.
White, Umaña-Taylor, Knight, and Zeiders (2011)
investigated the cross-language measurement
equivalence of three components of ethnic identity
(i.e., exploration, resolution, and affirmation)
among Mexican American early adolescents.
They reported scalar equivalence of measures of
exploration and resolution across language ver-
sions and compared full and partial invariance
models to draw conclusions on overall compara-
bility. Researchers are encouraged to use these
statistic tools to demonstrate comparability of data
before making inferences on cultural differences
and similarities.

DIF Analysis
DIF (item bias) analysis targets the identification
of anomalous items. DIF refers to the problems
caused by the differing probabilities of correctly
solving or endorsing an item after matching on
the underlying ability that the item is intended to
measure in different cultures (Zumbo 2007).

With some exceptions, DIF analysis is applicable
only to one-dimensional constructs; therefore for
multidimensional constructs, DIF analysis should
be performed per dimension. There are many
models and procedures one can follow to detect
uniform and non-uniform item bias, including
ANOVA, logistic regression, item response the-
ory, and the Mantel-Haenszel method. Computer
programs to conduct tehse procedures to study
DIF are widely available; examples are logistic
regression using SPSS (Zumbo 1999) and
Mantel-Haenszel using EASY-DIF (Gonzalez
et al. 2011).

Applications of DIF analyses in the literature
on positive youth development tend to be part of
invariance testing procedures using structural
equation modeling where invariance of intercepts
(taken as absence of item bias) is tested. A first
example comes from a study on invariance in
development (Bowers et al. 2010). Using a lon-
gitudinal design, these authors tested whether the
structure of measures gauging the Five Cs (i.e.,
Competence, Confidence, Connection, Charac-
ter, and Caring; see Lerner this volume) of Pos-
itive Youth Development were the same among
920 youth across grades 8, 9, and 10. They found
evidence for scalar invariance of the measures
across these grades, suggesting that their measure
can be used to assess the Five Cs in a comparable
manner in this age range. A second example is
due to Shek and Ma (2010), who tested the
gender invariance of the structure of the Chinese
Positive Youth Development Scale in a large
sample of lower-secondary school students
attending a positive youth development program
in Hong Kong. They found evidence of scalar
invariance of the 15 basic dimensions of this
scale and four higher-order factors (i.e.,
cognitive-behavioral competencies, prosocial
attributes, positive identity and general positive
youth development qualities).

Focus Areas of Development

In this section we review specific topics in
cross-cultural research methods that are relevant
for the study of positive youth development. Each
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area has the potential to lead to more insights in
this development. We discuss (a) response styles
and (b) mixed methods. For an overview of recent
developments in multilevel modeling, another
rapidly evolving field that is relevant for positive
youth development, we refer to Asendorpf’s
chapter in this volume.

Response Styles

Self-reports using a Likert-type response format
continue to be important in the study of youth
development. It has been argued repeatedly that
their advantages (easy to administer and analyze)
are offset by their shortcomings, notably their
susceptibility to impression management
(Paulhus 1986) and common method variance
(Podsakoff et al. 2003). Four response styles
have been frequently studied: Acquiescent
Response Style (tendency to agree irrespective of
item content), Midpoint Response Style (ten-
dency to choose the midpoint or scores around
the midpoint of the response scale), Extremity
Response Style (tendency to choose the extremes
of response scales), and Social Desirability
(tendency to choose responses that are in line
with perceived norms about what is appropriate
in a culture) (e.g., Van Vaerenbergh and Thomas
2013). In one of the few studies that used a
measure of response styles (more specifically,
social desirability), Papacharisis et al. (2005)
evaluated the effectiveness of a life skills pro-
gram, that was administered to adolescent vol-
leyball and soccer players during their regular
practice hours. The trained life skills were goal
setting, problem solving, and positive thinking.
The authors found that a social desirability scale
did not show correlations with questionnaire
items, such as items about self-beliefs. The
authors concluded that it was very unlikely that
social desirability would have any influence on
their findings. Gilman et al. (2008) administered
the Multidimensional Students’ Life Satisfaction
Scale to 1338 youth adolescents from Ireland, the
US, China, and South Korea. In line with liter-
ature on the strong response modesty of East

Asians, the authors found that American and
Irish adolescents reported more extremity and
acquiescence than Chinese and South Koreans
did.

In an attempt to integrate response styles, He
and Van de Vijver (2013) found in studies of
adults from different ethnic groups in the
Netherlands that all styles merge in a single
factor; this General Response Style factor has
Social Desirability and Extremity Response Style
as positive indicators and Acquiescent and
Midpoint response Style as negative indicators.
At the individual level, the General Response
Style is related to all Big Five personality traits
and several values (such as embeddedness). At
country level, the factor is negatively related to
countries’ socioeconomic development (with less
affluent countries showing higher scores on
Social Desirability and Extremity Response
Style). The existence of more restrictive norms in
less developed countries which emphasize con-
formity and promote amplified self-expression
may underlie these higher scores (He et al. 2014).
The General Response Style was even found in a
large cross-cultural study that used the Occupa-
tional Personality Questionnaire (OPQ32), a
forced-choice format personality measure
designed to be less affected by response styles
than regular personality measures.

Taken together, the evidence suggests that
response styles are better viewed as communi-
cation styles (amplifying versus moderating of
responses), internalized as part of the socializa-
tion process (Smith 2004), than as deliberate
errors or distortions. Much old research into
response styles was based on the idea that these
styles should be eliminated, notably the influence
of social desirability was to be eliminated
(Nederhof 1985). However, there is increasing
evidence that validity is not increased by cor-
recting for response styles. Ones et al. (1996)
demonstrated that job performance is not better
predicted after “peeling off” response styles from
applicants’ self-reports; in the same vein, He and
Van de Vijver (2015) found that statistical cor-
rections for the response style did not affect the
size or patterning of cross-cultural differences in
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teacher reports. These findings suggest that we
may need to reconceptualize and refine our views
on response styles.

Most studies of response styles involved
adults; therefore, extending these findings to
positive youth development awaits confirmation.
Still, the picture that emerges is rather clear.
Response styles are real, replicable, and can
explain sizeable amounts of variance in
cross-cultural studies (we found examples of
more than 20 %; He et al. 2014); yet, individual
differences in response styles explain consider-
ably more variance than cross-cultural differ-
ences do. However, statistical corrections may
create a false sense of security as these may not
increase the validity and typically cannot statis-
tically “explain away” cross-cultural differences.

Mixed Methods

Scientific progress can be stifled by persistent
controversies. The best best-known example in
the field of cross-cultural methods is the emic-etic
distinction (Pike 1967). The emic perspective is
associated with the qualitative approach (under-
standing a culture from within), whereas the etic
perspective is associated with the quantitative
approach (comparing samples from different
cultural groups). The two camps have long been
at loggerheads. Yet, there is good reason for try-
ing to integrate qualitative and quantitative pro-
cedures more (Van de Vijver 2015); the strengths
and weaknesses of both procedures are comple-
mentary, so that they do not only have their own
methods but also their own research questions.
The richness of qualitative research, with its
emphasis on an open approach to reality, has its
main strength in exploring new constructs and
cultures. The main strength of quantitative pro-
cedures is their rigor and allowance to test
specific hypotheses. So, qualitative procedures
are best in the context of discovery, whereas
quantitative procedures are best in the context of
justification (Reichenbach 1938).

In the last decades we have witnessed the
emergence of so-called mixed methods that
combine qualitative and quantitative methods

(Tashakkori and Teddlie 2010). The most fre-
quent combination is a study in which in a first
phase qualitative methods are used (in
cross-cultural studies this is often used to
examine the context), followed by a quantitative
stage in which a survey is conducted. However,
other combinations are possible, such as a
quantitative study with a qualitative follow-up
(the procedure is described by Onwuegbuzie and
Leech 2004). The statistical procedure will yield
outliers, which would be adolescents with
exceptionally low or high resilience scores, given
their parenting style scores. Follow-up interviews
with these adolescents are then conducted to
identify which factors could have contributed to
their extreme scores.

An important and not yet fully developed
methodological component of mixed-methods is
triangulation (Denzin 2012), which amounts to
the question of how the qualitative and quanti-
tative evidence can be combined. If two types of
evidence provide convergent information, trian-
gulation is straightforward. As an example, Van
de Vijver et al. (2015; see also Blommaert 2013)
were interested in the identity of immigrants in a
superdiverse area in Oud-Berchem, a suburb of
Antwerp, Belgium. Superdiversity refers to the
presence of many ethnic groups in a single
neighborhood, thereby creating their own mix-
tures, dynamics, and relationships. The common
distinction between ethnic and mainstream cul-
ture does not suffice to describe the cultural
richness and complexities of such neighbor-
hoods. Using an ethnographic approach, these
authors found a rather strong cohesion in the area
despite its huge ethnic diversity. This qualitative
leg of the study led to the expectation that the
immigrant inhabitants would show rather strong
Belgian, ethnic, and cosmopolitan identities,
which was confirmed in a quantitative survey.
The convergence of the qualitative and quanti-
tative results made the results easy to interpret.
Suppose now that Belgian and cosmopolitan
identity scores would have been low. Triangu-
lation of results could then become problematic
unless a clear interpretation of the low scores
could be given (e.g., poor measurement or
complete lack of coherence in the neighborhood).
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Mixed-methods applications in the field of
positive youth development have been reported.
For example, Henderson et al. (2005) were
interested in the influence of organized camp
programs on growth and development of youth
in the US. They derived quantitative (pre-post
surveys) and qualitative evidence (observations)
from a total of six camps. The data included pre-
and post-questionnaires given to campers (youth)
to measure domains, such as positive identity,
social skills, positive values, and thinking and
physical skills. The qualitative part focused more
on camp characteristics and included observa-
tions on the structure and delivery of the pro-
gram. There was some convergence of the main
findings of both approaches: the camps that
showed significant pre-post differences had also
the programs that yielded more favorable quali-
tative data. Yet, at a more detailed level, it was
difficult to link qualitative data about the camps
to (quantitative) changes in youth. The latter is a
common problem in triangulating quantitative
and qualitative data: both types of data often
address somewhat different issues (such as a
more contextual, qualitative analysis and a more
individual-oriented quantitative approach).

A second example uses a very different and
common type of triangulation: qualitative evi-
dence is converted to quantitative evidence (or the
other way around) so that triangulation takes
place within a single data mode. This is easier
than cross-mode triangulation. For example, if
qualitative data are quantified, regular statistical
approaches can be employed to analyze conver-
gence with the other, quantitative data. In a study
designed to explore links between perceived
family support, acculturation, and life satisfac-
tion, Edwards and Lopez (2006) studied Mexican
American adolescents. Qualitative data came
from a thematic analysis of open-ended responses
to a question about life satisfaction; notably if
existing instruments may fail to cover all relevant
aspects in a certain group, such an open approach
has important advantages. The other constructs
were assessed using quantitative instruments. The
quantified life satisfaction data were then used as
dependent variables in a regression analysis, with
perceived support from family and Mexican and

Anglo acculturation orientations as predictors. As
expected, both independent variables were sig-
nificant predictors of life satisfaction.

Future Directions

Positive development of minority children is an
emerging field; its potential to further promote
children’s welfare is remarkable, as it has been
repeatedly demonstrated that protective factors
are at least as important than risk factors in child
development (e.g., Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2012).
Compared to decades ago, an impressive number
of studies have been conducted and we have
gained valuable experience informing us what
(not) to do in these studies. We argued in this
chapter that the quality of research on minority
children could be improved by paying more
attention to methodological issues. Adequately
designed, conducted, and analyzed studies are
often easier to interpret, have to deal with fewer
alternative score interpretations, and are more
insightful as they deal with cultural factors more
adequately. If we use the tools and experience
reviewed in this chapter, the future of positive
development studies on minority children is
bright and we can expect to considerably enlarge
our insights in the cross-cultural differences and
similarities of child development.
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