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Abstract: Positive youth development (PYD) is based on five characteristics 
(5Cs): competence, character, confidence, caring, and connection. The literature 
suggests that all young people have certain strengths and that, with appropriate 
support in their surroundings, we can influence their development in a positive 
direction. The most important environments for adolescents to thrive are fam-
ily and school. Therefore, the aim of this study was to examine the relationship 
between family and school factors, and positive youth development. The study 
was conducted within the broader project Testing the 5C Framework of Positive 
Youth Development: Traditional and Digital Mobile Assessment – P.R.O.T.E.C.T. 
funded by Croatian Science Foundation (UIP-2020-02-2852). Participants were 
3,559 (54% female and 3% did not want to declare) first-year secondary school 
students (Mage = 15.12, SD = .39) from eight cities in Croatia. Assessment was 
conducted online during regular school hours and lasted an average of 40 min-
utes. The following measures were used: Short Measure of the Five Cs, PYD-SF 
which consists of five subscales: competence, character, confidence, caring, and 
connection; Parental Monitoring, with subscales: parental knowledge, youth 
disclosure, parental solicitation, parental control, and overcontrol; and School 
climate questionnaire. Several hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to 
analyse how parental monitoring and school climate predict PYD characteristics. 
The results showed that the components of positive development are associated 
with family and school factors, i.e., all predictors together explain between 13% 
and 40% of PYD characteristics. Although the parental monitoring variables 
were significantly associated with PYD, the strongest predictor was the school 
climate (β = .21 to β = .27). Also, school climate has proven to be a significant 
mediator between youth disclosure and PYD. The results emphasise the impor-
tance of developing parenting skills that support open communication, especially 
within the school context.
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Introduction

Positive youth development (PYD), with its main principle being that all 
youths have strengths and an inherent capacity for growth, development and 
thriving, is an increasingly emerging field of science and practice worldwide. 
The core ideas in PYD include developmental contexts, places, settings, ecolo-
gies, and relationships with the potential to generate support, opportunities, 
and resources for adolescents (Benson et al., 2007). One of the most wide-
spread and validated frameworks for conceptualising PYD is the 5C model 
(Lerner, 2005), which emphasises the interaction of internal characteristics 
of youth that help them to thrive and the quality of support in their environ-
ment. Within the 5C model, competence reflects cognitive, social, academic, 
and vocational competencies, or positive views of one’s abilities in domain-
specific areas; confidence is an internal sense of overall positive self-worth 
and self-efficacy, the individual’s view of own positive value and capacities, 
while connection refers to the individual’s positive relationships with other 
people and/or organisations, positive bonds with peers, family, school, and 
community. Character includes the internalisation of social rules and norms, 
sense of right and wrong, and moral integrity, and finally, caring is seen as 
the capacity to sympathise and empathise with others, or to achieve close-
ness in one’s social network (Dimitrova & Wiium, 2021; Lerner et al., 2021).

The literature suggests that there are some gender differences in PYD. Girls 
have higher scores on character, caring and connection, while boys have higher 
scores on competence and confidence (Gomez-Baya et al., 2022). Because girls 
are taught to be attentive from an early age, they have more strongly developed 
empathy later in life (Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983) and are also more likely to 
respect rules and social norms (Galasso et al., 2020). Girls are more oriented 
toward social relationships and perceive higher levels of classmate and close 
friend support than boys (Rueger et al., 2008). On the contrary, girls have 
a lower sense of competence and confidence. One of the more prominent 
reasons is the importance of physical appearance for a feeling of competence, 
especially in early adolescence. Furthermore, boys are more strongly affected 
by a feeling of incompetence in the school and academic environment, and 
girls by a feeling of incompetence in social relationships (Abela & Hankin, 
2009). In general, boys express a higher level of self-confidence compared to 
girls (Marsh et al., 1991).
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All models of PYD, including the 5Cs, share the idea of dynamic relation-
ships between the individual and the context (Lerner et al., 2021). This idea 
is complementary to the Ecological Systems Theory’s five systems in which 
development occurs: Microsystem, Mesosystem, Exosystem, Macrosystem, 
and Chronosystem (Bronnfenbrenner, 1979). From the PYD perspective, the 
most interesting system so far has been the microsystem, more specifically 
the family and school context.

Studies of family risk and protective factors over the years have consistently 
emphasised the correlation between specific parental practices and family 
interactions with adolescent mental health (problems), well-being and positive 
youth development. There is a body of evidence from cross-sectional studies 
indicating that stable and supportive home environment, family attachment, 
cohesion, positive relationships, open communication, parental warmth, but 
also parental monitoring and satisfaction within the family form a protective 
family environment that promotes and protects mental health and well-being 
(Aguirre-Davila et al., 2021; Maglica et al., 2021; Vélez et al., 2019). Prospective 
longitudinal studies such as that of Alm et al. (2020) also support the idea that 
poor family relationships in adolescence may be a risk factor for mental health 
problems later in life. Studies from the PYD framework also indicate positive 
and significant correlations with parental engagement, warmth and autonomy 
support, strong relationships with parents (Bakhshaee et al. 2016; Mohamed 
et al., 2017; O’Connor et al., 2010), parental responsiveness (Yu &Shek, 2021), 
parental monitoring, trust, absence of alienation, and communication with 
parents (Kaniušonyte, 2015; Novak et al., 2021).

Parenting practices include parental supervision of the child’s behaviour 
and activities, the quantity and quality of communication, setting limits, and 
teaching norms, values, and goals (Dorius et al., 2004, Stattin and Kerr, 2000; 
Tharp & Noonan, 2012). The parent-child relationship based on parents’ 
awareness of their child’s activities represents a key parenting practice for 
young people’s development (Kapetanovic & Boson, 2020). Stattin and Kerr 
(2000) emphasise that parental monitoring cannot be effective without posi-
tive exchange with the adolescents and their willingness to share information. 
Adolescent-driven, voluntary communication and disclosure emerges as one of 
the strongest protective factors for adolescent mental health, and some authors 
of prospective longitudinal studies have found that it predicts fewer depres-
sive symptoms (Hamza & Willoughby, 2011) or the externalising of problems 
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(Kapetanovic et al., 2020). That being said, monitoring reflects proper attune-
ment between parent and adolescent, at best based upon good communication 
and warm relationship. Adequate parental monitoring and control delays the 
initiation of risky activities, decreases adolescent substance use, diminishes 
risky sexual and delinquent behaviour of other kinds (Ryan et al., 2015; Tharp 
& Noonan, 2012). On the other hand, if adolescents see parental involvement 
in their life as intrusive, that can negatively affect developmental outcomes 
(León-del-Barco et al. 2019, De Kemp et al, 2006). Parent-initiated communi-
cation, asking questions, and solicitation, which are often related to monitoring 
and setting rules, should not be intrusive because adolescents can perceive 
them as overly controlling and threatening (Hawk et al., 2008), which in turn 
may have negative consequences on their development (Hessel et al., 2016).

The second micro-ecological context is school, with its importance for 
multiple domains of adolescent functioning like cognitive and social devel-
opment, vocational development, identity formation, and peer relationships 
(Gomez & Ang, 2007). School represents the primary and natural setting 
for the development of personal and social skills that help adolescents to 
promote their health and well-being (Goldenberg et al., 2019; Tomé et al., 
2019). Respecting the fact that adolescents spend most of their time in the 
school environment, school becomes a habitat for positive interactions and 
for opportunities that promote PYD. One of the constructs usually measured 
within the school context is school climate. It is a broad, multidimensional 
construct that includes physical security, individuals’ relationships at school 
such as those with teachers, employees and parents, educational methods, and 
school physical environment (National School Climate Center, 2007). School 
climate dimensions such as teacher support, autonomy support and connect-
edness have been shown to be associated with PYD (American School Health 
Association, 2004; Bakhshaee et al., 2016; Bundick & Tirri, 2014), predict 
future adolescent emotional health (Kidger et al., 2012) and purposefulness 
(Bundick & Tirri, 2014). In the study by Bakhshaee et al. (2016), teacher sup-
port, along with parental engagement and autonomy, explained 40% of the 
variance in PYD. School feelings are also significantly influenced by adoles-
cents’ competence, and the 5Cs play an important role in promoting positive 
interpersonal relationships and adolescent well-being (Tomé et al., 2020).

Despite the growing literature on positive youth development and the 
importance of the family and school context for youth to thrive, positive youth 
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development has not yet been recognized as an important research question 
in Croatia. As a result, there are few studies (e.g., Gomez-Baya et al., 2022; 
Novak et al., 2021, Vrdoljak et al., 2023) examining positive youth develop-
ment among Croatian youth. Additionally, in cross-cultural PYD studies, 
direct examinations of the family factors’ contribution to PYD is uncommon 
(Bradley et al., 2021; Chen et al, 2019; Dutra-Thomé & Ponciano, 2021).

For this reason, this paper focuses on individual differences (i.e., gender) 
and family and school context as predictors of positive development among 
secondary school students in Croatia. The aim of this study is to examine 
how determinants of parental practices and school climate are associated with 
specific components of the 5C model.

Methods

Participants and Procedure
The research was conducted within the broader project: Testing the 5C 

Framework of Positive Youth Development: Traditional and Digital Mobile 
Assessment – P.R.O.T.E.C.T. funded by the Croatian Science Foundation 
(UIP-2020-02-2852). The sample presented in the paper consists of the first 
wave of the study, and participants were first-year secondary school students 
(Mage = 15.12, SD = .39) from eight cities in Croatia. There were a total of 
3,559 students (54% female and 3% did not want to declare their gender). The 
sample included public schools1: 39.5% of students were enrolled in grammar 
schools, 43.6% in four- or five-year vocational schools, and 16.9% students 
were attending three-year vocational schools.

The approval for the study was obtained from the Ministry of Science 
and Education, National Agency for Education, and the institutional ethics 

1	 In the Croatian education system, primary school lasts eight years. After primary school, 
students enrol in secondary school: grammar – gymnasium (which lasts four years) or 
vocational school (which can last three to five years). While grammar schools prepare 
students for university, vocational schools that last three years educate students for pro-
fessions such as hairdresser, shoemaker, auto mechanic, florist… Four-year vocational 
schools are, for example, technical and business schools, and five-year vocational school 
is medical school. Most students in Croatia (99%) attend public schools, which are free.
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committee. Because of questions related to mental health and risk behaviours, 
parents’ active consent was sought for the participation of their children in 
the research. Before completing the questionnaire, participants were informed 
about the purpose of the study and were asked to give informed consent. 
Participation was completely confidential and voluntary. Assessment was 
conducted during regular school hours and lasted an average of 40 minutes. 
For each included class, the research coordinator provided detailed instruc-
tions and a link to online questionnaires on the SurveyMonkey platform.

Measures
A battery of instruments was applied within this project, but only the 

measures used for the purposes of this paper will be described here. All 
measures used were either constructed in Croatia or translated to Croatian 
and validated in several preliminary studies (e.g. Maglica et al., 2021), and 
their internal consistency was checked.

Parental Monitoring (Stattin & Kerr, 2000). The questionnaire contains 27 
items and five subscales – Parental knowledge (knowledge about what their 
adolescents are doing and where they are), Youth disclosure (adolescent’s 
voluntary sharing of information), Parental solicitation (gathering informa-
tion about children’s activities by asking the children themselves and talking 
with their friends), Parental control (setting rules that the adolescent must 
follow) and Overcontrol (too much control). Participants express an opinion 
on a Likert-type scale where 1 = None of the time and 5 = All of the time. 
Cronbach’s alphas were between α = .76 (Parental knowledge) and α = .87 
(Parental control).

Croatian school climate questionnaire (Velki et al., 2014) contains 15 items. 
The questionnaire is characterised by a one-factor structure and contains items 
that include sense of belonging and safety at school, relationship between 
teachers and students, atmosphere for learning, and parental connection 
with school and involvement in children’s education. Participants express an 
opinion on Likert-type scale where 1 = Strongly disagree and 5 = Strongly 
agree. Cronbach’s alpha was α = 0.92, which is in line with the high internal 
consistency of α = .90  found by Velki et al. (2014).

Short Measure of the Five Cs, PYD-SF (Geldhof et al., 2014). The question-
naire contains 34 items and five subscales – Competence (ability to master 
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various life domains, including academic excellence, social, and interpersonal 
skills), Confidence (overall positive outlook of oneself, high self-awareness), 
Character (ethical sense of right or wrong, respect toward social and cultural 
standards and integrity), Connection (positive and mutual relationships with 
important people and institutions) and Caring (compassion and sympathy 
for others). Each of the subscales that measure Competence, Confidence and 
Caring consist of six items, while the subscales of Character and Connection 
consist of eight items each. Participants express an opinion on a five-point 
Likert-type scale where 1 = not at all like me and 5 = just like me. Cronbach’s 
alphas were between α = 0.70 (Competence) and α = 0.90 (Confidence). The 
reliability of subscales was in line with the studies by Maglica et al. (2021), 
who found Cronbach’s alphas between α = 0.67 (Competence) and α = 90 
(Competence), and by Gomez-Baya et al. (2022), who found Cronbach’s alphas 
between α = 0.67 (Competence) and α = 0.86 (Caring).

Demographic data were also collected, such as age, gender, where they 
come from, and which school they attend. The male gender is indicated in the 
databases with the number 1, and the female with the number 2.

Results

In order to elucidate research questions, a series of statistical analyses was 
conducted. Descriptive statistics are presented with normality tests and inter-
correlations of variables used. Several hierarchical regression analyses were 
conducted to analyse how parental monitoring and school climate predict 
PYD characteristics. To examine the mediation effect of school climate on 
the relation between youth disclosure and PYD, a PROCESS macro procedure 
for SPSS (Hayes, 2013) was used.

Descriptive statistics, skewness, and kurtosis will be first presented in the 
results section (Table 3.1).
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Table 3.1	 Descriptive Statistics, Skewness, and Kurtosis of all Measured 
Variables

Male Female Total

Variables M SD M SD M SD min max Skew Kurt

Parental knowledge 3.70 .76 3.85 .74 3.77 .76 1 5 -.56 .01

Youth disclosure 3,61 .78 3.83 .88 3.72 .85 1 5 -.36 -.42

Parental solicitation 3.05 .88 3.41 .93 3.25 .92 1 5 -.08 -.50

Parental control 3.54 1.02 4.00 .89 3.79 .98 1 5 -.66 -.20

Overcontrol 2.30 .85 2.20 .90 2.25 .88 1 5 .51 -.24

School climate 51.14 11.19 50,67 10.40 50.76 10.78 15 75 -.44 .56

Competence 3.56 .65 3.33 .65 3.42 .67 1 5 -.33 .01

Character 3.59 .61 3.86 .53 3.73 .60 1 5 -.60 .80

Confidence 3.82 .78 3.46 .93 3.60 .90 1 5 -.60 -.16

Caring 3.74 .82 4.19 .70 4.00 .80 1 5 -.86 .73

Connection 3.56 .64 3.49 .67 3.51 .67 1 5 -.39 .11

Table 3.2	 Correlation Matrix of the Study Variables

Variables 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12.

1. P. knowledge .71** .46** .38** -.21** .38*** .14** .43*** .21** .31** .36** .07**

2. Youth disclosure - .53** ,.37** -.31** .36** .19** .43** .27** .32** .39** .09**

3. P. solicitation - .48** -.01 .22** .16** .30** .14** .29** .32** .17**

4. P. control - .10** .16** .02 .28** .00 .27** .11** .20**

5. Overcontrol - -.22** -.08** -.22** -.19** -.13** -.22** -.03

6. School climate - .27** .40** .36** .30** .57** -.05*

7. Competence - .25** .56** .13** .53** -.20**

8. Character - .25** .64** .44** .14**

9. Confidence - .08** .59** -.24**

10. Caring - .34** .20**

11. Connection - -.11**

12. Gender -

Note. ***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05
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The average values of the parental monitoring subscales were around the 
middle of the range, with the exception of the Overcontrol subscale, where 
average value was located in the lower part of the range. Average values for 
the PYD subscales were similar. The Caring subscale showed a slightly higher 
average value. The average value of the school climate scale was in the upper 
part of the range. The results also showed that variables have a normal distri-
bution trend considering that the skewness is in the +/-3 and the kurtosis is 
in the +/-10 range (Kline, 1998).

Associations between parental monitoring, school climate, and PYD char-
acteristics were tested by Pearson’s correlation coefficients (Table 3.2).

The intercorrelation matrix showed that correlations between parental 
monitoring, school climate and PYD characteristics were mainly positive 
and significant, except for the overcontrol subscale, which was significantly 
negatively related to school climate and PYD characteristics.

Next, a hierarchical regression analysis was performed in order to inves-
tigate the effects of parental monitoring and school climate on PYD charac-
teristics. We decided to include family and school variables in separate steps 
in the regression analysis to test whether the school context could explain 
differences in positive youth development beyond the family context. Because 
family context, i.e., parental monitoring, has a longer-lasting influence on 
adolescents than school climate, parental monitoring was included first in 
the regression model.

In the first step, gender was introduced because previous research indi-
cates that there are differences between girls and boys in the average values 
of PYD components (Gomez-Baya et al., 2022). The results showed that girls 
have higher scores on the subscales of character and caring, while boys have 
higher scores on the subscales of competence, confidence, and connection. 
In the second step, parental monitoring measures were introduced. Youth 
disclosure and parental solicitation are positive predictors of all PYD char-
acteristics. Parental knowledge was a positive significant predictor of caring, 
connection, and character. Parental knowledge was also a significant predic-
tor of confidence, but this significance was very low in the second step, while 
it was no longer significant in the third step. Parental control was a positive 
significant predictor of character and caring and negative significant predic-
tor of competence, confidence, and connection. Overcontrol significantly 
negatively predicted all PYD characteristics except competence. In the third 



G. Vrdoljak et al.

79

step the school climate was introduced. The school climate was the strong-
est positive predictor of positive youth development. All predictors together 
explained between 13% and 40% PYD characteristics.

Table 3.3	 Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting PYD Cha-
racteristics

Criterium Model R R² F β
Competence 1. step .20 .04 134.65**

Gender -.23**
2. step .31 .10 56.46**
Gender -.23**
P. knowledge .01
Youth disclosure .13**
P. solicitation .15**
P. control -.06**
Overcontrol -.03
3. step .37 .13 69.05**
Gender -.21**
P. knowledge -.03
Youth disclosure .10**
P. solicitation .14**
P. control -.06**
Overcontrol .00
School climate .21**

Character 1. step .14 .02 63.98**
Gender .14**
2. step .50 .25 170.40**
Gender .08**
P. knowledge .23**
Youth disclosure .15**
P. solicitation .06**
P. control .10**
Overcontrol -.13**
3. step .55 .30 192.00**
Gender .10**
P. knowledge .17**
Youth disclosure .12**
P. solicitation .04*
P. control .09**
Overcontrol -.10**
School climate .26**
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Confidence 1. step .24 .06 183.58**
Gender -.26**
2. step .40 .16 98.28**
Gender -.26**
P. knowledge .05*
Youth disclosure .21**
P. solicitation .08**
P. control -.08**
Overcontrol -.11**
3. step .47 .22 123.86**
Gender -.24**
P. knowledge -.01
Youth disclosure .17**
P. solicitation .07**
P. control -.08**
Overcontrol -.07**
School climate .27**

Caring 1. step .20 .04 127.20**
Gender .20**
2. step .41 .17 103.00**
Gender 14**
P. knowledge .12**
Youth disclosure .10**
P. solicitation .10**
P. control .12**
Overcontrol -.08**
3. step .46 .20 109.72**
Gender .16**
P. knowledge .08**
Youth disclosure .07**
P. solicitation .09**
P. control .11**
Overcontrol -.05**
School climate .20**

Connection 1. step .11 .01 37.90**
Gender -.11*
2. step .48 .23 154.22**
Gender -.16**
P. knowledge .16**
Youth disclosure .15**
P. solicitation .23**
P. control -.08**
Overcontrol -.13**
3. step .64 .40 301.81**
Gender -.19**
P. knowledge .06**
Youth disclosure .09**
P. solicitation .21**
P. control -.09**
Overcontrol -.07**
School climate .46**

Note. β = standardised regression coefficients; **p < .01; *p < .05
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Given that youth disclosure was a significant predictor in all regression 
analyses and that its effect diminished when school climate was introduced, 
the mediating effect of school climate in the relationship between Youth disclo-
sure and PYD was tested (see Figure 3.1). Additional theoretical assumptions 
can be found in literature: Hamza & Willoughby (2011) indicate that youth 
disclosure proves to be one of the strongest protective factors for adolescent 
mental health. Mediation was verified by the Hayes process (Hayes, 2013).

 

Youth disclosure

+ +

+

School Climate

 

PYD

Figure 3.1	 Schematic Representation of the Hypothesised Mediation Model

The analysis showed that school climate was a significant mediator in the 
relationship between youth disclosure and PYD, which was valid for all five 
characteristics of positive development: Competence (z = .07, p = . 00, CI 95% 
= .08 to .13 which excluded zero), Character (z = .07, p = . 00, CI 95% = .08 
to .12 which excluded zero), Confidence (z = .12, p = . 00, CI 95% = .10 to 
.15 which excluded zero), Caring (z = .07, p = . 00, CI 95% = .04 to .08 which 
excluded zero) and Connection (z = .07, p = . 00, CI 95% = .15 to .21 which 
excluded zero).

Discussion

The present study examined the effects of parental monitoring and parents’ 
interest in adolescents’ daily activities, and effects of school climate on five 
characteristics of PYD in a large sample of Croatian adolescents, first-year 
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students in secondary schools. In addition, gender differences were taken into 
account. Regarding parental dimensions, it was found that males perceive 
significantly more parental control and solicitation, and report more parental 
knowledge and their readiness to disclosure. Gender differences were also 
found on certain dimensions of positive youth development. Male adolescents 
reported higher results on the dimensions of confidence, competence, and 
connection, while female adolescents showed higher results on caring and 
character dimension. When examining the contextual variables, it appears 
that school climate is the strongest predictor of positive youth development, 
while parental variables have different effects on each of the 5Cs. An interest-
ing finding is that school climate is a significant mediator of the relationship 
between youth disclosure and positive youth development.

Gender Differences
Considering that positive youth development is not only the result of 

interactions in the microsystem, but also in other, broader ecological systems, 
it is not surprising that gender differences appeared in the 5Cs. Indeed, it 
appears that Croatian girls exhibit more indicators of character and caring, 
whereas Croatian boys exhibit more indicators of competence, confidence, 
and connection. The results are in line with previous research on Croatian 
adolescents (Gomez-Baya et al., 2022), except for the results related to gen-
der and connection. The lower levels of connection that girls exhibit can be 
explained by the finding that girls are more affected by positive and negative 
social relationships and are more susceptible to interpersonal stress (Berk, 
2018). The differences obtained may be under the influence of traditional gen-
der roles and an upbringing that teaches young girls to be gentle and caring 
and boys to be strong and independent (Tejerina-Arreal et al., 2020; Kapungu 
et al., 2017). In our study, boys generally reported higher self-esteem than 
girls, and indicators of competence and confidence relate to the construct of 
self-esteem. These findings are also consistent with other research on a sam-
ple of Croatian adolescents, e.g., male adolescents report higher emotional 
self-efficacy (Reić Ercegovac et al., 2021) and higher levels of mental health, 
while female adolescents report higher levels of depression, anxiety, and stress 
(Maglica et al., 2021, Novak et al., 2021).



G. Vrdoljak et al.

83

Parental Monitoring and Positive Youth Development
Adequate parental monitoring enables adolescents to feel loved, safe, and 

important to their parents. Youth disclosure and parental solicitation are 
dimensions of parental monitoring that imply open and honest conversation 
between the two. As such, they foster closeness and trust and help the ado-
lescent thrive (Cadman et al., 2022; McNeely & Barber, 2010). When parents 
solicit information from their adolescents about where they are and what they 
are doing, and set rules and boundaries for appropriate adolescent behaviour, 
adolescents tend to show more positive developmental outcomes (Fletcher 
et al., 2004). Positive parenting, as measured by high levels of parental moni-
toring and maternal warmth, was also positively correlated with individual 
self-regulatory behaviours, which in turn positively influenced higher levels 
of PYD and even contribution to the community (Lewin-Bizan et al., 2010; 
Napolitano, 2011). It is therefore not surprising that both are positive predic-
tors of all 5Cs. Kaniušonyte (2015) presented evidence that parental moni-
toring is strongly related to contribution – to self, family and community as 
PYD outcome. Parental knowledge proved to be an important predictor of 
caring and connection, and predicts more positive character. If a parent does 
not know what their child is doing, they have no way of teaching their child 
how to behave in different situations.

While parental control is a positive predictor of character and caring, 
it is also a negative predictor of competence, confidence, and connection. 
On the one hand, parental control involves setting boundaries and model-
ling not only appropriate behaviours but also caring. And because character 
refers to internalised norms, greater parental control is expected to promote 
character development. On the other hand, autonomy has been shown to be 
important for positive youth development (Aguirre-Davila et al., 2021), and 
parental control is antithetical to autonomy. This may be why parental control 
is a negative predictor of competence, confidence, and connection. It is also 
possible that parental control interacts with adolescent personality traits, for 
example, conscientiousness. If an adolescent is prone to self-criticism, he or 
she may perceive parental control as constant criticism and internalise it in 
ways that promote self-criticism. Perceived negative feedback can thus lead 
to lower self-esteem, but also to an emotional disconnection from the parents 
who are the source of that negative feedback.
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School Climate and Positive Youth Development
School climate emerged as the strongest predictor of 5Cs, with regression 

coefficients ranging from .21 (Competence) to .46 (Connection). The results 
indicate that school climate is of great importance in promoting positive 
youth development, which once again confirms that school is an important 
environment for socio-emotional development and mental health promotion 
(Tomé et al. 2019). Adolescents’ psychological well-being and development are 
thus significantly influenced by their experiences at school (Wigfield et al., 
2006). Even though relationships with parents were found to be important 
for the positive development of Croatian youth, they are not decisive. Not 
all families have the same living conditions; they differ in family structure, 
socioeconomic status, environmental support, to name just a few differences. 
For this reason, not all children have the same opportunities to flourish. On 
the other hand, the school context can compensate for these differences and 
provide social justice and well-being for all young people.

Mediation Effect of School Climate
School climate proved to be a significant mediator in the relationship 

between youth disclosure and all 5Cs. This finding indicates that future 
studies should examine associations between parental monitoring, espe-
cially willingness to disclose information to parents, and relationships 
that adolescents establish within the school context. Somewhat related to 
our findings, there are other studies showing that parental support con-
tributes directly to school connectedness but also has indirect effects on 
adolescents’ school engagement as well as on their academic achievement 
(Bradley et al., 2021; Cheung et al., 2012). Chen et al. (2019) have found that 
family support is positively related to students’ behavioural and emotional 
school engagement. Although schools are traditionally seen as environ-
ments where youth can learn and enhance academic skills, our findings 
suggest that there is a significant interaction of school and family context 
that has to be taken into account. If parents foster open relationships with 
their adolescents, combining it with boundaries, schools have a responsi-
bility to ensure a positive and engaging culture that enables positive youth 
development. The link between these two could be assertiveness, which is 
developed by parents and encouraged by the school.
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Conclusions

In the context of prevention science, our results indicate that intervention 
programs should build competence, confidence and connection in girls, and 
character and caring in boys. This study shows how important it is to invest 
in the school system and school climate, not only by improving material 
conditions, but also by improving students’ sense of safety and belonging, 
and training teachers how to adapt to the needs of each child. The National 
Association of Social Workers (2021) defines social justice as equal economic, 
political, and social rights and opportunities for all. Although this study 
did not focus on social justice, the results indirectly confirm how impor-
tant it could be that schools offer opportunities for participation and give 
youth a voice, since on a daily basis adolescents spend more time in schools 
than at home. By helping youth develop a positive social identity and learn 
how to value diversity, and by encouraging them to proactively seek justice 
(The Southern Poverty Law Center, 2018), we also promote their positive 
development. Our findings suggest that both parents and schools should be 
encouraged to increase their engagement in students’ lives and their school-
ing. Interventions should emphasise personal initiative taking and teaching 
assertive communication skills, consistent with the social justice framework.

Limitations
Only first-year secondary school students participated in this study, which 

means that we cover only a small age range in adolescence. The fact that all 
participants attended public schools may affect generalizability in the global 
context; however, in the Croatian context, most adolescents are enrolled in 
public schools. Self-assessment questionnaires were used, which have certain 
shortcomings, namely a possibly limited ability to assess one’s own thoughts, 
emotions, and behaviours, the giving of socially desirable answers, and the 
problem of reference points.

Another shortcoming of the study is its correlational design, which does 
not allow for causal conclusions since direction of relationships is not clear. To 
gain more valid insights into the results obtained, a longitudinal design of the 
study is needed and is in fact already taking place. It would also be interesting 
to compare how parental perceptions of monitoring and teachers’ perceptions 
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of school climate predict positive adolescent development. Nevertheless, due to 
the sample size, findings seem to complement the existing corpus of literature.
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