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       Editorial   

  Support for Project P.A.T.H.S. in Hong Kong: continuation 
of positive evaluation evidence  

    Daniel T.L.   Shek   ,      Rachel C.F.   Sun      
and      Joav   Merrick     

   

  A survey of the literature shows that there has been a gen-
eral increase in adolescent risk behavior in Hong Kong. In 
recent years, the problem of adolescent substance abuse, par-
ticularly ketamine abuse has become a growing concern  (1) . 
In addition, issues like Internet addiction, problem gambling, 
consumption of pornographic materials, delinquency and self-
harm behavior in adolescents have also attracted much pub-
lic concern  (2 – 5) . For example, in response to the growing 
substance abuse problem among secondary school students 
in Hong Kong, a voluntary drug test scheme was carried out 
in Tai Po district on a trial basis in the past 2 years. Increased 
manpower will also be used to deal with adolescent substance 
abuse issues in Hong Kong. 

 In view of the mounting adolescent developmental issues, 
there is a need to devise appropriate policies and develop 
effective programs to tackle these problems. Conceptually 
speaking, there are two approaches that can be adopted to 
handle risk behavior in adolescents. The fi rst approach is the 
adolescent prevention approach where prevention programs 
are developed and implemented. A review of the Western liter-
ature shows that many adolescent prevention programs target 
single adolescent risk behavior, such as bullying, substance 
abuse, risky sexual behavior, and different mental disorders. 
However, this approach has been criticized and questioned in 
several ways. First, if we need one prevention program for 
one risk behavior, how many programs do we need ?  Second, 
as time is always a constraint in programs based in school set-
tings, having too many prevention programs will cause practi-
cal diffi culties. Third, students enrolled in such programs may 
easily be stigmatized, hence creating further interpersonal 
problems. Finally, prevention programs have been criticized 
as focusing too much on the negative aspects of adolescent 
development. 

 In contrast to the adolescent prevention approach, an alter-
native but not mutually exclusive approach is the positive 
youth development approach. According to Catalano et al. 
 (6) , positive youth development has several characteristics, 
including a focus on a range of youth developmental pos-
sibilities and capabilities rather than dealing with a single 
youth problem (i.e., holistic view of adolescent develop-
ment), upholding the principle of  “ problem-free is not fully 
prepared ”  (i.e., focus on psychosocial competencies), appre-
ciation of both personal as well as environmental infl uences 

on adolescent behavior (i.e., ecological understanding), and 
focus on developmental models on how young people grow, 
learn and change (i.e., strength-focus orientation). 

 Irrespective of whether adolescent prevention approach 
or positive youth development approach is utilized, one key 
issue is that the program should be properly evaluated. For 
example, in a review of existing programs on positive youth 
development, Catalano et al.  (7)  reviewed 77 programs in the 
USA and concluded that only roughly one-third of the pro-
grams were successful. There are also many examples in the 
Campbell Collaboration and National Registry of Evidence-
Based Programs and Practices showing that some youth pro-
grams are ineffective. In short, there is evidence suggesting 
that not all positive youth development programs work in the 
Western contexts. 

 What about the picture on adolescent prevention and posi-
tive youth development programs in Asia ?  Based on a detailed 
survey of the literature published during 1990 – 2010 in seven 
major academic databases [including PsycINFO, MEDLINE, 
ERIC, Web of Science, Sociological Abstracts, Social 
Service Abstracts, Chinese Electronic Periodical Services 
(CEPS)] and the Internet, Shek and Yu  (8)  showed that there 
were few studies using a true experimental design or quasi-
experimental design to evaluate adolescent prevention and 
positive youth development programs in Asia and the number 
was much lower than that in Western contexts. These fi nd-
ings clearly suggest the need to develop more positive youth 
development programs with rigorously designed evaluation 
schemes in Asia, particularly in Chinese contexts. The World 
Population Clock showed that the population of China was 
1,330,141,295 in 2010, which constituted roughly one-fi fth 
of the world ’ s population in the same year. The implication is 
that if any positive youth development program is claimed to 
be universally applicable, relevant data from Chinese people 
must be collected. 

 With specifi c reference to the developmental issues in 
Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong, The Hong Kong Jockey 
Club Charities Trust launched a project entitled  “ Positive 
Adolescent Training through Holistic Social Programmes ”  
(Project P.A.T.H.S.), based on the concepts and principles of 
positive youth development. The project is fi nancially sup-
ported by The Trust, with an initial grant of HK$400 million 
for the fi rst phase and an additional grant of HK$350 mil-
lion for the extension phase. There are two tiers of program 
in the project. The Tier 1 Program is a positive youth devel-
opment program typically involving 20 h of training at each 
grade for junior secondary school students in each school year 
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(i.e., universal program). The Tier 2 Program aims at help-
ing students with greater psychosocial needs, such as those 
showing personal diffi culties and relationship problems (i.e., 
selective program). After 6 years of implementation and 
investigation, Project P.A.T.H.S. has proved to be an exem-
plary program that utilizes scientifi c research fi ndings to 
understand adolescent developmental issues, effectively pro-
motes positive youth development, and systematically evalu-
ates the developed program  (9) . 

 Based on the principle of triangulation, it is argued that 
when different methods, data and/or investigations are 
involved, biases and errors which exist in any single type of 
investigations can be revealed and cancelled out. Therefore, 
different evaluation strategies have been used to evaluate 
Project P.A.T.H.S. in Hong Kong. Actually, this is also a com-
monly adopted approach in program evaluation in the post-
positivistic paradigm. In Project P.A.T.H.S., triangulation by 
data sources (e.g., views of both program implementers and 
participants about program effectiveness), triangulation by 
different methods (objective outcome evaluation, subjective 
outcome evaluation, qualitative evaluation, interim evalu-
ation and process evaluation), triangulation by researchers 
(inter-rater reliability and intra-rater reliability checking) and 
triangulation by data types (quantitative data and qualitative 
data) are carried out. To date, evaluation studies by different 
methods have consistently shown two conclusions: a) differ-
ent stakeholders had positive perceptions of the program, pro-
gram implementer and program effectiveness; b) compared 
with the control group, participants who attended Project 
P.A.T.H.S. showed better psychosocial competencies, lower 
level of substance abuse, and fewer delinquency behaviors 
 (10 – 16) . 

 Obviously, whether the existing positive fi ndings regarding 
Project P.A.T.H.S. are stable is an important question to be 
considered. Against the above background, the papers in this 
special issue attempt to look at the evaluation fi ndings of the 
project across different studies, cohort, time and components 
of the project (i.e., replications of evaluation fi ndings). For 
example, Fahs et al.  (17)  asserted that  “ replication of research 
is essential to the building and continued development of the 
scientifi c basis of any discipline ”  (p. 67). Reese  (18)  similarly 
reminded that  “ although replication research is often disval-
ued as  ‘ derivative ’ , it can be an invaluable aid to scientifi c 
progress ”  (p. 1). King  (19)  also stated that  “ the most common 
and scientifi cally productive method of building on existing 
research is to replicate an existing fi nding  –  to follow the pre-
cise path taken by a previous researcher, and then improve the 
data or methodology in one way or another ”  (p. 445). It is the 
editors ’  earnest hope that the papers in this issue can reinforce 
the positive evaluation fi ndings obtained so far and provide 
examples for colleagues in the fi eld to rigorously evaluate 
positive youth development programs  (20 – 22) .   
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