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RESEARCH ARTICLE

A demographic analysis of developmental assets, misconduct 
behaviours, and depression among New Zealand youth in 
mentoring relationships
Atefeh Kiadarbandsari and Fuafiva Fa’alau 

Faculty of Medical and Health Sciences, The University of Auckland , Auckland, New Zealand

ABSTRACT  
Mentoring is often utilised to support youth who have low levels of 
protective assets. This study explored 300 NZ youth (16-18 years 
old) who were involved in mentoring relationships to better 
understand how developmental assets influence depressive 
symptoms and misconduct behaviours. Results suggest that most 
participants possessed low to fair levels of internal (77.3%) and 
external (72.6%) assets with high levels of major depressive 
symptoms (40.7%) and moderate to high levels of misconduct 
behaviours (29.4%). There were demographic differences in 
developmental assets (e.g. Pacific youth reported higher assets 
and non-student participants reported lower assets than others), 
depressive symptoms (e.g. higher ranks for females than males) 
and misconduct behaviours (e.g. higher misconduct behaviours 
among Māori youth, non-student and full-time employed 
participants). Importantly, lower levels of external assets (β =  – 
.90, S.E = .20, p = <.001; 95% CI [−1.30, – .50]) and internal assets 
(β =  – .76, S.E = 29 .28, p = <.001; 95% CI [−1.31, – .20]) predicted 
depressive symptoms and low levels of external assets 
significantly contribute to youth misconduct behaviours (β =  – 
.40, S.E = .08, p = 31 < .001; 95% CI [-.56, – .23]). These findings 
suggest strategies, programmes and policies to improve 
developmental assets which may decrease emotional and 
behavioural distress among youth.
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Introduction

In New Zealand, youth mental health is a major public health concern. For example, 
recent studies have found a significant rise in adolescents’ depressive symptoms, suicidal 
thoughts and attempts, a drop in emotional well-being (Fleming et al. 2022) and experi-
ences of psychological distress (i.e. anxiety or depression) (Ministry of Health 2022). In 
contrast, externalising behaviours such as risky driving behaviours and substance misuse 
have rapidly decreased (Lewycka et al. 2018; Fleming et al. 2022; Ministry of Justice 2023; 
Polglase and Lambie 2024). These major changes in young people’s behaviours are not 
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well understood (Lewycka et al. 2018; Clark et al. 2022; Sutcliffe et al. 2023). Young 
people in NZ report a sense of alienation, lack of support, as well as a need to be 
heard and valued (Fleming et al. 2020b). Indeed, young people perceive a good life by 
having supportive relationships, and feeling safe and valued (Office of the Children’s 
Commissioner and Oranga Tamariki 2019). Higher levels of feeling safe, respected, 
and valued across different contexts are linked to reduced risk of depression, suicidal 
and self-injurious behaviours, and violence (Search Institute 2005; Toomey et al. 
2018). In this sense, family, school, peer groups, neighbourhood, and community 
when aligned with young people’s capacities/skills can decrease youth risk-taking and 
distress (Jose and Pryor 2010; Lewycka et al. 2018) and prevent negative outcomes 
(Damon et al. 2003; Lerner et al. 2005; Theokas and Lerner 2006; Silbereisen and 
Lerner 2007; Damon 2008; Mariano and Damon 2008).

The Search Institute’s Developmental Assets framework (Benson 1997; Search Insti-
tute 2005; Benson 2007) reflects a vision and terminology for supporting and fostering 
youth strengths or skills and their context (Benson 2008; Scales et al. 2017). In particular, 
assets are divided into internal assets and external assets (Benson 2007; Benson et al. 
2011). Internal assets refer to a young person’s capabilities, energies, strengths, and 
sparks that are categorised as commitment to learning (e.g. achievement motivation, 
school engagement), social competencies (e.g. planning and decision making, cultural 
competence), positive identity (e.g. personal power, sense of purpose), and positive 
values (e.g. caring, honesty, and integrity) (Benson 2008). External assets are positive 
experiences that young people need in their lives through environmental and interperso-
nal structures of a community represented in the four categories of support (e.g. family 
support, caring neighbourhood), empowerment (e.g. community values youth, safety), 
boundaries and expectations (e.g. contextual boundaries in family, school, etc.), and con-
structive use of time (e.g. involvement in youth programmes or religious community) 
(Benson 1997).

International research has examined the effects of developmental assets. For example, 
eating together in a family, as an external asset, has a buffering effect against youth 
unfavourable outcomes (e.g. substance use, depression/suicide, sexual activity, antisocial 
behaviours, violence, and school problems) (Fulkerson et al. 2006). Similarly, satisfying 
relationships inside the family provide a sense of freedom, being loved, and happiness for 
adolescents (Orejudo et al. 2021). When youth both internal and external assets/ 
resources are aligned together, there will be a higher possibility of expressing indicators 
of thriving that include caring for others, overcoming adversity, respecting diversity, 
demonstrating leadership, caring about one’s health, improving academic achievement, 
resisting risk, engaging in spirituality, delaying gratification, and acting as responsible 
members of the community (Scales et al. 2000; Benson et al. 2006; Benson et al. 2011).

Evidently, the developmental assets could be linked to a wide range of youth positive 
and negative outcomes such as depression, suicide, academic achievements, school- 
related problems, life satisfaction, resilience, engagement in risky behaviours, sexual 
behaviours, substance use, and health problems (Zelinski and Gilewski 2003; Mannes 
et al. 2005; Search Institute 2005; Filbert and Flynn 2010; Toomey et al. 2018; Soares 
et al. 2019; Taliaferro et al. 2020). Empirical evidence shows that possessing fewer devel-
opmental assets can be associated with higher levels of negative outcomes such as risky 
behaviours (e.g. violence, tobacco use, drug and alcohol use, antisocial behaviour, suicide 
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attempt, physical fighting, sexual intercourse, suicide, and risky driving,) and depression 
(Atkins et al. 2002; Catalano et al. 2002; Murphey et al. 2004; Benson et al. 2006; Heinze 
et al. 2010; Benson et al. 2011; Bleck and DeBate 2016; Wiium et al. 2021). Furthermore, 
depression and risky behaviours can overlap, with depression leading to substance abuse 
or smoking (Hasler et al. 2005; Keenan-Miller et al. 2007), violence, delinquent behav-
iour, antisocial behaviour (Donnellan et al. 2005), and suicide (Windfuhr et al. 2008).

Youth programmes are designed and applied by focusing on youth strengths (Cata-
lano et al. 2004; Geldhof et al. 2015) and mostly implement interventions, prevention 
programmes, and practices to increase young peoples’ skills and assets (Bowers et al. 
2015a). Mentoring programmes are recognised as one of the most popular interventions 
designed for fostering positive youth development (Farruggia et al. 2011). Youth mentor-
ing aims to promote positive outcomes for youth by facilitating supportive relationships 
through formal (i.e. one-on-one mentoring programmes, and youth development pro-
grammes) or informal (i.e. natural mentors/very important people [VIPs]) mentoring 
relationships (Rhodes 2005; Schwartz et al. 2012; Bowers et al. 2015b). Both mentoring 
approaches have been found effective in youth outcomes (Van Dam et al. 2018; 
Raposa et al. 2019). Youth who have benefited from mentoring relationships reported 
fewer behavioural problems, social anxiety, depressive symptoms and more coping 
skills, especially the mentees who were in a longer mentoring relationship (one year or 
more), in comparison to non-mentored youth (DeWit et al. 2016).

However, young people’s background (e.g. age, gender, ethnicity, or familial socioeco-
nomic status) plays a role in youth outcomes (Scales et al. 2008). In this regard, poor edu-
cational achievement, teenage pregnancy, poor mental health, and violent behaviours 
among adolescents have all been linked to communities with limited resources 
(Bozzini et al. 2020). Females are at higher risk of depressive symptoms than males 
(Ferrari et al. 2013; Joinson et al. 2016; Salk et al. 2017; Milot Travers and Mahalik 
2021) whereas males could be at higher risk of risky behaviours (Lewis et al. 2021). 
Age as another determinant influences youth outcomes which by getting older young 
people’s risk of experiencing depression (Merikangas et al. 2010) substance use 
(tobacco use) (Atkins et al. 2002), and alcohol consumption (Milot Travers and 
Mahalik 2021) may raise as well. Ethnicity/race also has been found as a factor of 
youth negative outcomes (Atkins et al. 2002) especially among youth reporting high 
levels of deprivation (e.g. low-income families) (Smokowski et al. 2014). Families from 
minority groups have essential roles in promoting their adolescents’ internal assets 
such as academic engagement (Martinez-Fuentes et al. 2020), positive racial-ethnic iden-
tity, social competence, and positive values (Atkin and Yoo 2020). This process could be 
linked to family ethnic socialisation (i.e. educating adolescents on their ethnic-racial 
community to promote a positive perception of their ethnic-racial group) (Martinez- 
Fuentes et al. 2020). In detail, youth may feel a greater sense of pride in their ethnic iden-
tity and are more socially connected to others when they are educated about their cultural 
heritage, treat other ethnic groups equally, and spend time with people from other ethnic 
backgrounds (Muriwai et al. 2015; Williams et al. 2018; Atkin and Yoo 2020). The schools 
also can be an excellent setting for teaching youth about their ethnic identity, with learn-
ing about culture being associated with increased exploration of identity, a deeper aware-
ness of the value of belonging to a group, and positive attitudes toward others from 
various races/ethnicities (Byrd and Legette 2022). Dunajeva (2021) found that youth’s 
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positive identity can be promoted when their culture, language, and customs are accepted 
and expected in educational settings. For example, NZ-based studies revealed that Māori 
adolescents need to have a strong cultural identity to thrive, and culturally responsive 
teaching pedagogies are important for youth’s parents (Highfield et al. 2023).

Regarding the importance of educational context in youth positive development, pre-
vious studies also reported that students who drop out of school or leave before gradu-
ation may experience more involvement in delinquency, mental health problems, and 
teen pregnancy (Tresidder et al. 1997; Manlove 1998; Esch et al. 2014; Hjorth et al. 
2016). In a meta-analysis conducted by Gubbels et al. (2019), past studies reported 
over 1000 potential risk factors for school dropout and absenteeism. The main factors 
with substantial impacts included having a negative perception of school, drug abuse, 
externalising and internalising problems, inadequate parental engagement, a record of 
grade retention, having a low capacity for learning or dealing with learning challenges, 
and poor performance in school (Gubbels et al. 2019). According to Lawrence and Ade-
bowale (2022), school dropout has a detrimental influence on both adolescents and 
society since it leads to less employment opportunities, social competency, economic 
contribution, and waste of educational resources. Similarly, Staff et al. (2020) concluded 
that adolescent intense work remains a contributing factor for high school dropouts since 
they have less time for homework, class attendance, involvement in out-of-school pro-
grammes, and motivation for academic achievement. They are at higher risk of school 
misbehaviours, absenteeism, suspensions, delinquency, and drug use, whereas, moderate 
workers were found to achieve better grades and scores than unemployed peers, as well as 
better school participation (Staff et al. 2020). Nevertheless, working during high school is 
inevitable for some youth especially those from minority groups or disadvantaged 
families (Staff et al. 2020). Youth studies in NZ, a multicultural society, also demonstrated 
differences, which are reviewed below.

Studies on youth in the New Zealand context

Both diversity and disparities among ethnic groups in NZ may impact youth outcomes. 
For example, the prevalence of depression and smoking were found higher among ado-
lescents living in poverty (Denny et al. 2016). Indigenous Māori and Pacific peoples (two 
large ethnic populations in NZ) have long been identified as disadvantaged communities 
in various areas (Marriott and Sim 2015) with significant health, housing, and employ-
ment disparities (e.g. Baxter et al. 2006; Tiatia-Seath 2014; Marriott and Sim 2015; Mar-
riott and Alinaghi 2021; Steyn et al. 2021; Prakash 2023; Reddy et al. 2023). Māori have 
endured colonisation that has stripped lands, language, culture and resources leaving 
many disadvantaged and stigmatised in their own country. Pacific peoples similarly 
have experienced colonising behaviours in NZ with Dawn Raids (see Etherington, 
2022) targeting non-White immigrants (Fox et al. 2018) compared to other ethnic 
groups. Both Māori and Pacific communities share similar cultural values (Fox et al. 
2018; Ministry for Pacific Peoples 2021) and youth are raised in a bicultural context 
(Manuela and Anae 2017; Fox et al. 2018).

Studies among NZ young people also have shown such disparities among ethnic 
groups. As it was recently reported by a study among NZ youth (NZ European/Other, 
Māori, Pacific, and Asian), Māori youth stated working more than 30 hours a week 
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and Pacific youth also reported a higher prevalence of caregiving for a family member 
or relatives in comparison with other ethnic groups (Prakash 2023). As indicated by 
Chappell (2007), need-based social arrangements (e.g. familial caregiving) among 
ethnic groups occur due to economic disadvantage. Moreover, Pacific and Māori 
youth were found at lower levels of emotional and mental well-being (Fleming 
et al. 2020a). Māori youth have been found significantly higher prevalence of engaging 
in risky behaviours (Spier 2016) while Asian students experience more aggressive 
behaviours (e.g. bullying) (Lawes and Boyd 2018). Compared to their non-Māori 
peers, Māori youth who were expelled from school had a higher risk of suicide and 
non-suicidal mortality. In detail, the rate of suicide fatalities among adolescents 
aged 10–24 who were excluded from school between 2012 and 2016 was found to 
be 42.9% for Māori youth and 21.6% for non-Māori and non-Pacific youth (Ngā 
Pou Arawhenua et al. 2020). Furthermore, although Māori students reported the 
lowest levels of well-being, Pasifika students had greater well-being than other 
peers (NZ European, Asian, and Other students) (Lawes and Boyd 2018). The vari-
ations in findings between the research of Flemings et al. (2020a) and Lawes and 
Boyd (2018) in terms of Pacific participants’ well-being can be attributed to 
different assessment scales, with the first study employing the WHO wellbeing 
index and the latter use the student wellbeing scale.

Another disparity in the youth population relates to gender inequities. In a survey 
among young people in NZ, one in every five individuals is classified as having a 
gender or sexual orientation other than males and females (Prakash 2023). In this 
regard, Fenaughty et al. (2021) found that 16% of the participants of the Youth19 
study (n = 7,721) reported being in the groups of ‘same  – or multiple-sex attracted, 
not sure, or not attracted to any sex’. These adolescents stated facing a range of challenges 
in their lives such as being bully-victims, limited accessibility to healthcare services, high 
prevalence of depression, self-harm and suicide. Compared to other respondents 
(different-sex attracted), they showed differences in mental health and well-being, 
however, a great proportion of them stated having caring families, safe neighbourhood, 
and a sense of belonging to their school.

Significant gaps remain in our research knowledge base in terms of NZ adolescents’ 
differences in their positive and negative outcomes based on their diverse backgrounds. 
For example, in the Youth2000 Survey Series studies, the gender of participants was a 
binary variable of male and female, thus, the researchers recommended including 
other genders when studying adolescence-related determinants to clarify the differences 
and their needs (Fleming et al. 2022). Furthermore, research on the prevalence of devel-
opmental assets among NZ youth in a mentoring relationship is lacking. Therefore, in 
this study, group frequency distribution (i.e. the ranges) of participants’ internal assets, 
external assets, misconduct behaviour, and depressive symptoms  were assessed. 
Further, this study sought to examine to what extent NZ young people’s internal and 
external assets, depressive symptoms, and misconduct behaviours might be different 
due to their demographic characteristics including their gender, ethnicity, educational 
and employment status. The predicting effects of internal and external assets on youth 
depressive symptoms and misconduct behaviours were measured as well. Such compara-
tive research may provide a clearer perspective on youth needs and assist in developing 
different models of practice.
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Materials and Methods

This paper reports findings from a cross-sectional questionnaire-based study.

Participants

The sample included young people who were in a mentoring relationship at least for 
three months. In terms of ethnicity, respondents could select more than one ethnicity, 
but they were asked to specify the most important to them.

Procedure

Initially, this study was designed to assess youth in mentoring relationship outcomes. 
Data were collected through different stages. In the first phase, participants were 
invited to take part in a lab-based study (Deane et al. 2021). The purpose of the 
lab-based study was to assess the impact of mentoring relationships using online ques-
tionnaires and some activities for both mentors and mentees. The questions in the 
present study were also included in that online questionnaire. Thus, the current 
study was a subset of the bigger study, which was the lab-based study. However, the 
number of collected data was not satisfactory to perform statistical analysis for the 
purpose of this study. Therefore, in the second phase, the same link to the online 
anonymous questionnaire was distributed via social media (Facebook and Instagram) 
inviting all the eligible adolescents (between 16–18 years old and living in NZ) across 
NZ to participate in the research. This phase was completely separate from the lab- 
based study and needed another ethics approval, but the same questionnaire was 
used to collect more data for a quantitative analysis. Although the questionnaire was 
anonymous, a consent form was presented to the respondents, and they could with-
draw at any time. Ethics approval was granted by the University of Auckland 
Human Participants Ethics Committee for both phases of data collection (References 
#016137 and #022200).

Measures

The questionnaire included questions on participants’ demographic characteristics 
(age, ethnicity, gender, educational and employment status, and location), The Develop-
mental Assets Profile (DAP) (Search Institute 2005), The Adolescent Misconduct Beha-
viours scale (Chen et al. 1998), and The Major Depression Inventory (MDI) (Bech et al. 
2001). These measures had excellent face validity and were appropriate for use with 
young people, which aligns with the study’s goals. The Developmental Assets Profile 
(DAP) includes 58 total items of two internal and external categories on a four-point 
Likert scale (‘Not at all or Rarely’ to ‘Extremely or Almost Always’). The school- 
related questions (e.g. I AM  …  – Eager to do well in school and other activities) were 
obscured from the participants who reported not being at school. This scale can be 
scored as an asset view measure which creates quantitative scores for each internal 
and external asset by using the average of item scores. Therefore, non-student partici-
pants were not excluded from the study since the scales could be used among 11–18 
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years old young people, there were less than 15% missing data, and the non-student par-
ticipants represent a portion of the population who cannot be overlooked. In terms of the 
internal consistency of the scales, acceptable Cronbach’s alpha was achieved for both sub-
scales as .90 for external assets and .88 for internal assets.

Moreover, The Adolescent Misconduct Behaviours scale included 10 items evaluating 
adolescents’ involvement in problematic behaviours during the past six months through 
the subscales of antisocial behaviours (e.g. got into a fistfight, broke or damaged property 
on purpose) and status-violating and other behaviours (e.g. smoked a cigarette, drank alco-
holic beverage). Items required a response on a four-point Likert scale (‘Never’ to ‘More 
often’) and a total score was used with a satisfactory Cronbach’s alpha of .85. Lastly, 
The Major Depression Inventory (MDI) comprised 12 items (e.g. ‘Have you felt low in 
spirits or sad?’) in a Likert scale form (0 – at no time – to 5 – all the time) representing 
an acceptable Cronbach’s alpha of .93. Total scores were used for all the scales.

Analysis

For data analysis, IBM SPSS Statistics (version 29) was utilised. The normality distri-
butions showed acceptable values of skewness and kurtosis (falling between ˗2 to +2 
suggested by Cameron 2004; George and Mallery 2010) for each of the dependent vari-
ables that included external assets (M = 17.19, SD = 5.68, Skewness = -.08, Kurtosis  
= -.35), internal assets (M = 17.32, SD = 4.11, Skewness = .08, Kurtosis = -.10), miscon-
duct behaviours (M = 1.64, SD = .56, Skewness = 1, Kurtosis = .42), and depression 
(M = 2.52, SD = 1.27, Skewness = .09, Kurtosis = −1.07). However, the Shapiro-Wilks 
Normality Test revealed evidence of normality for internal assets (W = .99, p = .14) 
and external assets (W = .99, p = .06) while misconduct behaviours (W = .87, p < .001) 
and depression (W = .96, p < .001) variables were significantly non-normally distributed. 
As performing parametric tests typically requires a normal distribution (Williamson 
2002), both parametric and non-parametric tests were applied in the analysis since 
major outliers of non-normal distributions were removed at earlier stages (data clean-
ing) for depression inventory and misconduct behaviours scales. Indeed, there were no 
outliers to be removed since the skewness would also move further by removing the 
highest or lowest scores.

In order to assess the participants’ demographic differences in outcome variables (internal 
assets, external assets, depression, and misconduct behaviours), the parametric test of analy-
sis of variance (ANOVA) was employed with normally distributed variables and non-para-
metric test of Kruskal-Wallis coupled with its post-hoc tests were used for non-normal 
variables (Knapp 2018). The Kruskal-Wallis one-way analysis-of-variance-by-ranks test 
(or H test) is a rank-sum test to assess differences in the variable of interest in more than 
two sample groups which uses variation among ranked sample means with no assumption 
of normal distribution (Chan and Walmsley 1997). This test can be used in non-normal dis-
tribution with continuous dependent variables and categorical independent variables. SPSS 
software provides the distribution differences between the groups and post hoc pairwise 
comparisons. The results should be described with an H statistic, degrees of freedom and 
the p-value. A pairwise comparison post hoc test helps clarify which means are significantly 
different by reporting the chi-square value (X2) and p-value (Turner 2014; Weaver et al. 
2017). SPSS has the option of automatically choosing the best test for the data with a post 
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hoc test that provides significance values adjusted by the Bonferroni correction for multiple 
tests. Since this non-parametric method does not produce any confidence interval to evalu-
ate the effect sizes, in case of significant results, it is recommended to ‘discuss whether the 
effect size is great enough to be of practical consequence and its implications for public 
policy or professional practice’ (Mackridge and Rowe 2018, p. 113).

However, the analysis of variance (ANOVA) requires meeting a few assumptions 
such as independence, normality, and homogeneity of variances (HOV) (Moder 
2010). The assumption of independence was satisfactory since all the groups of respon-
dents were independent of each other through random sampling. Regarding the HOV 
assumption that refers to the equality of variances between two or more groups, 
Levene’s test is designed to evaluate the homogeneity of the variances (Morgan et al. 
2004). Although the HOV is one of the required assumptions of the ANOVA test, 
there are other robust procedures when HOV is violated. In this study, in the case of 
conducting post hoc tests, Scheffé’s test (1959) is conducted when HOV is met, and 
Welch’s test (Welch 1951) is used when HOV is violated. The overall effect size of 
Eta squared (η²) will be reported when a significant difference between the means of 
the groups is reached in order to assist interpretation of the magnitude of relationships 
between the independent variable and the dependent variable (Kallogjeri and Piccirillo 
2023). Simply put, the effect size helps to determine whether a significant difference in 
means is practically important or meaningful. Adams and Conway (2014) rec-
ommended interpreting threshold values for Eta squared (η2) as small (.01 to .059), 
medium (.06 to .139), and large effects (.14 and above) which were specified by 
Cohen and Cohen (1983) and advised to use in social sciences.

Furthermore, the explanatory/predictor variables of interest were the internal/exter-
nal assets and the outcomes of interest were either the depressive or misconduct scores. 
To perform a regression analysis with non-normal data, Quantile Regression (QR) 
analysis developed by Koenker and Bassett (1978) is highly recommended (Hao and 
Naiman 2007; Laporte et al. 2010; Lê Cook and Manning 2013; Charles et al. 2018; 
Uribe and Guillen 2020; Cleophas and Zwinderman 2021; Schlink et al. 2022). Quantile 
regression evaluates the relationship between independent variable/s (predictor/s) with 
a dependent variable (outcome) in the form of percentile (or quantile) as an alternative 
to using the means (Cleophas and Zwinderman 2021). In this type of regression, mostly 
median or 0,5 quantile is used as the value in the middle of skewed data (Petscher 2016; 
Cleophas and Zwinderman 2021). In other words, instead of using the mean, the 
median of the distribution is used in this regression type. This regression model estab-
lishes a relationship between the percentiles of a continuous variable and a set of pre-
dictors and is free from the restrictive assumptions of other regression types (Merlo 
et al. 2022).

Results

A total of 690 questionnaires were gathered, however, only 300 remained for analysis 
after eliminating incomplete questionnaires and cleaning the data. Table 1 illustrates 
the participants’ characteristics. In the following sections, the results of group frequency 
distributions are presented. Furthermore, the statistical significance of the mean differ-
ences is assessed and presented for each demographic factor through analysis of variances 
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methods. An alpha of p < .05 was applied unless otherwise indicated. In the final section, 
the results of regression analysis are reported.

Group frequency distributions

The ranges of participants’ internal and external assets, depression, and misconduct 
behaviours are shown in Table 2. The ranges of assets and depression inventory were cal-
culated based on the psychometric properties of the scales. Visual binning (based on the 
minimum and maximum scores) was used for the scale of misconduct behaviours. In 
regard to mentees’ internal and external assets, most of the participants were classified 
in fair levels of assets, whereas a few of the respondents reported high levels. According 
to the table, around two-fifths of the participants represented rates of major depression 
followed by no depressive symptoms representing the non-normal distribution. Likewise, 
a significant proportion of the respondents reported a low level of misconduct behaviours 
which is the reason for substantially left-skewed data.

Table 1. Frequency distribution (n) and percentage of adolescent background.
Demographic factor n %

Ethnicity Māori 69 23.0
Pacific 44 14.7
Asian 17 5.7
NZ European & Others 170 56.7

Age 16 118 39.0
17 126 42.0
18 56 18.7

Gender Male 36 12.0
Female 257 85.7
Other 7 2.3

Education Status I am a high school student. 222 74.0
I am a tertiary student [i.e. University, Polytechnic, or Wānanga] 36 12.0
I am not at school. 42 14.0

Employment Status I am employed part-time 128 42.7
I am employed full-time 14 4.7
I am unemployed 143 47.7

Location Auckland 97 32.3
Or out of Auckland 203 67.7

Table 2. Group frequency distributions.
Variable Level n %

Internal assets Low 72 24.0
Fair 160 53.3
Good 61 20.3
High 7 2.3

External assets Low 94 31.3
Fair 124 41.3
Good 55 18.3
High 27 9.0

Depressive symptoms No Depression 115 38.3
Mild 28 9.3
Moderate 35 11.7
Major 122 40.7

Misconduct behaviours Low (10.00–18.66) 212 70.7
Moderate (18.67–27.32) 68 22.7
High (27.33+) 20 6.7
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Differences in the dependent variables based on ethnicity

Table 3 shows the descriptive of between-group variations based on participants’ ethni-
city and the means were tested for their significance differences. The ANOVA results 
showed a statistically significant effect between the groups in their external assets [F 
(3,296) = 5.23, p = .002, η2 = .05; 95% CI (.008, .099)] and internal assets [F (3,296) =  
4.67, p = .003, η2 = .04; 95% CI (.006, .092)]. As the variances in the internal asset 
factor were homogenous (p = .32), the Scheffé post hoc test showed a statistically signifi-
cant difference between Pacific (M = 19.11, SD = 4.68) and Māori (M = 16.65, SD = 4.09) 
as well as NZ European & Others (M = 16.98, SD = 3.85) respondents on the measure of 
internal assets. These results point to possessing more internal assets for Pacific youth in 
comparison with other ethnic groups of Māori and NZ European & Others. However, the 
effect size is small.

Because the homogeneity assumption was violated for external assets (p = .007) 
meaning substantial differences in variances among groups, Welch’s test was used due 
to unequal variances between groups. The findings revealed a statistically significant 
difference between the groups on their scores of external assets [FW (3,67.43) = 5.99, 
p = .001; 95% CI (4.32, 7.26)] between Pacific youth (M = 19.88, SD = 5.25) and Māori 
respondents (M = 16.04, SD = 6.52; 95% CI (4.32, 7.26)). However, the effect’s magni-
tudes are small for participants’ external assets.

The results of Kruskal-Wallis test for non-normally distributed variables of depression 
and misconduct behaviours revealed no significant differences in the distribution of 
depression across all ethnic categories (p = .09). However, the distribution of misconduct 
behaviours was not the same across categories of ethnicity with significant differences (H 
(3) = 43.71, p < .001) with a mean rank misconduct behaviours score of 204.10 for Māori, 

Table 3. Descriptive of between-group variations based on ethnicity.

n M SD SE 95% CI Min Max
LB UB

Internal Assets Māori 69 16.65 4.09 0.49 15.67 17.63 9 26
Pacific 44 19.11 4.69 0.71 17.69 20.54 10 29
Asian 17 18.82 3.99 0.97 16.77 20.87 10 25
NZ European and others 170 16.99 3.85 0.30 16.41 17.57 5 27
Total 300 17.33 4.12 0.24 16.86 17.79 5 29

External Assets Māori 69 16.04 6.52 0.78 14.48 17.61 3 29
Pacific 44 19.89 5.26 0.79 18.29 21.48 9 30
Asian 17 18.88 3.31 0.80 17.18 20.59 14 26
NZ European and others 170 16.79 5.39 0.41 15.98 17.61 4 30
Total 300 17.19 5.68 0.33 16.55 17.84 3 30

Note. SE = Standard error; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound; Min = Minimum; Max = Maximum

Table 4. Pairwise Comparisons of risk behaviours based on ethnicity.
Sample 1-Sample 2 X2 Adj. p

Asian-Pacific 36.01 .86
Asian-NZ European and others −60.12 .03
Asian-Māori 120.71 0
Pacific-NZ European and others −24.10 .59
Pacific-Māori 84.70 0
NZ European and others-Māori 60.59 0

Note. The significance level is .050. Significance values are adjusted by the Bonferroni correction for multiple tests.
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119.40 for Pacific, 143.51 for NZ European & Others, and 83.38 for Asians. Based on 
Table 4, the post hoc test revealed higher ranks of misconduct behaviours for NZ Eur-
opeans and others when compared to Asians (X2 = −60.12, p = .03). Similarly, Māori par-
ticipants reported higher rank of misconduct behaviours in comparisons with Asians 
(X2 = 120.71, p = .00), Pacific (X2 = 84.70, p = .00), and NZ European and others (X2 =  
60.59, p = .00) participants. Following the recommendation made by Mackridge and 
Rowe (2018), we may consider a small effect size between groups in their misconduct 
behaviours since the majority of the participants reported a low range of misconduct 
behaviours (70.7%).

Differences in the dependent variables based on gender

Table 5 shows the descriptive of between-group variations based on participants’ gender 
(female, male, and Other) and the means were tested for their significance differences. 
Variances were homogeneous for internal asset (p = .25) and external asset (p = .85) 
scores for all genders, as assessed by Levene’s test for equality of variances. However, 
ANOVA results showed that there were no significant main effects between the 
groups (male, female, and other) in their external assets [F (2,297) = .53, p = .58; 95% 
CI (.0, .02)] and internal assets [F (2,297) = 1.32, p = .26; 95% CI (.0, .03)].

The Kruskal-Wallis H test showed no significant differences in misconduct behaviours 
between different gender groups (H (3) = .84, p = .65). However, there was a statistically sig-
nificant difference in depression score between groups (H (3) = 8, p = .01) with a mean rank 
depression score of 182.86 for Other, 154.75 for females, and 113.90 for males. As Table 6
shows, the post hoc test revealed higher ranks of depression for females compared to 
males (X2 = −40.84, p = .02). In terms of the effect size, we consider a small effect size 
between groups of females and males in their depressive symptoms given that females typi-
cally report higher scores, and the sample of this study is female-oriented (females = 85.7%).

Differences in the dependent variables based on education status

Table 7 displays the descriptive of between-group variations based on participants’ edu-
cational level (High school student, Tertiary student, and Not at school) and the means 
were tested for their significance differences. The assumption of homogeneity of variance 
was met for dependent variables of external assets (p = .16) and internal assets (p = .28) 
for categories of education status. The ANOVA results of respondents’ average score on 

Table 5. Descriptive of between-group variations based on gender.

n M SD SE 95% CI Min Max
LB UB

Internal Assets Male 36 17.89 4.77 0.79 16.28 19.50 5 27
Female 257 17.31 4.03 0.25 16.81 17.80 7 29
Other 7 15.14 3.44 1.30 11.96 18.32 12 22
Total 300 17.33 4.12 0.24 16.86 17.79 5 29

External Assets Male 36 17.19 5.29 0.88 15.40 18.98 7 29
Female 257 17.25 5.75 0.36 16.55 17.96 3 30
Other 7 15.00 5.29 2.00 10.11 19.89 6 20
Total 300 17.19 5.68 0.33 16.55 17.84 3 30

Note. SE = Standard error; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound; Min = Minimum; Max = Maximum
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the measure of external assets [F (2,297) = 6.62, p = .002, η2 = .04; 95% CI (.007, .092)] 
and internal assets [F (2,297) = 7.16, p < .001, η2 = .04; 95% CI (.008, .096)] revealed a 
statistically significant main effect regarding their education status. Following the post 
hoc test on the measure of external assets, respondents who were not attending a 
school (M = 14.47, SD = 5.79) reported statistically significant differences with their 
peers who were at high school (M = 17.45, SD = 5.34) or tertiary institutions (M =  
18.75, SD = 6.67). Likewise, on the measure of internal assets, the group of participants 
who reported not being a student showed a statistically significant difference (M =  
15.38, SD = 3.42) when compared with high school students (M = 17.46, SD = 4.13) 
and tertiary students (M = 18.72, SD = 4.09). However, the effect size, calculated as eta 
squared (η²), uncovered small effects for each of the developmental assets. In a further 
analysis, it was revealed that non-student respondents were mostly 17 years old 
(42.86%), followed by 18 years old (35.71%), and then 16 years old (21.43%).

The Kruskal-Wallis H test showed no significant differences in depression scores 
between different groups (H (2) = 4.81, p = .09). However, there was a statistically signifi-
cant difference in misconduct behaviours scores between groups (H (2) = 26.94, p < .001) 
with a mean rank misconduct behaviours score of 214.38 for non-students, 141.06 for 
high school students, and 134.21 for tertiary students. According to Table 8, the post 
hoc test revealed higher ranks of misconduct behaviours for non-students compared to ter-
tiary students (X2 = −80.17, p = .00) and high school students (X2 = −73.32, p = .00). In 
terms of the effect size, we consider a small effect between groups of non-students and 
other participants since most participants reported low levels of misconduct behaviours.

Table 6. Pairwise Comparisons of misconduct behaviours based on gender.
Sample 1-Sample 2 X2 Adj. p

Male-Female −40.84 0.02
Male-Other −68.95 0.16
Female-Other −28.11 1

Note. The significance level is .050. Significance values are adjusted by the Bonferroni correction for multiple tests.

Table 7. Descriptive of between-group variations based on educational level.

n M SD SE 95% CI Min Max
LB UB

Internal Assets High school student 222 17.47 4.13 0.28 16.92 18.01 5 28
Tertiary student 36 18.72 4.10 0.68 17.34 20.11 10 29
Not at school 42 15.38 3.42 0.53 14.31 16.45 7 24
Total 300 17.33 4.12 0.24 16.86 17.79 5 29

External Assets High school student 222 17.46 5.34 0.36 16.75 18.16 4 29
Tertiary student 36 18.75 6.67 1.11 16.49 21.01 4 30
Not at school 42 14.48 5.79 0.89 12.67 16.28 3 27
Total 300 17.19 5.68 0.33 16.55 17.84 3 30

Note. SE = Standard error; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound; Min = Minimum; Max = Maximum

Table 8. Pairwise Comparisons of misconduct behaviours based on educational level.
Sample 1-Sample 2 X2 Adj. p

Tertiary student  – High school student 6.848 1
Tertiary student  – Non-students −80.173 0
High school student  – Non-students −73.325 0

Note. The significance level is .050. Significance values are adjusted by the Bonferroni correction for multiple tests.
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Differences of dependent variables based on employment status

Mean distributions based on participants’ employment status (Employed part-time, 
Employed full-time, Unemployed) in Table 9 were subjected to ANOVA analysis. The 
assumption of homogeneity of variance was met for external assets (p = .63) and internal 
assets (p = .83) scores for categories of employment status. However, The ANOVA analy-
sis then identified no statistically significant differences for external assets [F (2,282) =  
1.66, p = .19; 95% CI (.0, .04)], internal assets [F (2,282) = 1.51, p = .22; 95% CI (.0, .04)].

The results of the Kruskal-Wallis H test revealed no significant differences in 
depression scores between different groups (H (2) = 5.34, p = .06). However, there was 
a statistically significant difference in misconduct behaviours scores between groups 
(H (2) = 8.96, p = .01) with a mean rank misconduct behaviours score of 206.54 for 
employed full-time, 141.54 for unemployed, and 137.68 for part-time employed partici-
pants. As shown in Table 10, the post hoc test revealed higher ranks of misconduct beha-
viours for full-time employed participants in comparison with part-time employed (X2 =  
−68.85, p = .009) and unemployed participants (X2 = 64.99, p = .014). We count a small 
effect of differences between groups as most participants reported low levels of miscon-
duct behaviours.

Regression analysis result

As noted earlier, a regression analysis was performed to determine the prediction effect of 
youth internal and external assets on their depressive symptoms and misconduct beha-
viours. For this purpose, quantile regression was employed, however, in this type of 
regression, only one outcome (dependent) variable should be entered into the model. 
Therefore, two quantile regression analyses were conducted and the first output for 
quantile regression is Model quality (or model fit) represented by Pseudo R Squared 
(pseudo R2). The pseudo R2 of 0.16 for QR-50 (i.e. quantile regression at the .50 quantile) 

Table 9. Descriptive of between-group variations based on employment status.

n M SD SE 95% CI Min Max
LB UB

Internal Assets Employed part-time 128 17.20 4.17 0.37 16.47 17.92 7 29
Employed full-time 14 15.29 3.69 0.99 13.16 17.42 10 24
Unemployed 143 17.22 3.95 0.33 16.57 17.88 5 28
Total 285 17.12 4.04 0.24 16.64 17.59 5 29

External Assets Employed part-time 128 16.91 5.59 0.49 15.93 17.88 4 30
Employed full-time 14 14.43 6.31 1.69 10.79 18.07 6 24
Unemployed 143 17.31 5.74 0.48 16.37 18.26 3 29
Total 285 16.99 5.71 0.34 16.32 17.66 3 30

Note. SE = Standard error; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound; Min = Minimum; Max = Maximum

Table 10. Pairwise Comparisons of misconduct behaviours based on employment status.
Sample 1-Sample 2 X2 Adj. p

Employed part-time – Unemployed −3.86 1
Employed part-time  – Employed full-time −68.85 0.009
Unemployed  – Employed full-time 64.99 0.014

Note. The significance level is .050. Significance values are adjusted by the Bonferroni correction for multiple tests.
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shows that 16% of the variation in the values of depression can be explained by internal 
and external assets. Similarly, the pseudo R2 of 0.13 for QR-50 shows that 13% of the vari-
ation in the values of misconduct behaviours can be explained by internal and external 
assets. The results in Table 11 reveal that youth depression can be significantly predicted 
by external assets (β =  – .90, S.E = .20, p = <.001; 95% CI [−1.30, – .50]) and internal 
assets (β =  – .76, S.E = .28, p = <.001; 95% CI [−1.31, – .20]). Likewise, external assets sig-
nificantly contribute to youth misconduct behaviours (β =  – .40, S.E = .08, p = <.001; 95% 
CI [-.56, – .23]) while there is no such predicting effect for internal assets (β =  – .18, 
S.E = .11, p = .11; 95% CI [-.40, .04]).

Discussion

The paper makes two important contributions. First, we found how NZ youth who were 
in a mentoring relationship reported different levels of developmental assets, depressive 
symptoms, and misconduct behaviours based on their demographic factors. Most par-
ticipants reported possessing low to fair levels of developmental assets and lower levels 
of engagement in misconduct behaviours which can be consistent with recent findings 
on a great decline in youth risk-taking and offence (Lewycka et al. 2018; Polglase and 
Lambie 2024). In terms of depressive symptoms, the study’s sample had a high prevalence 
of the disorder, which is in accordance with previous research (Fleming et al. 2013; 
Fleming et al. 2020a). This is a concerning finding even though the majority of individ-
uals were female, who may be more prone to depressive symptoms.

Given NZ’s rising ethnic and cultural diversity, there is a growing need to identify the 
areas that minimise the effect of demographic disparities, since they are the primary way 
of determining equity in providing support and services for adolescents. In this sense, the 
findings of this study showed that Pacific youth significantly outperformed their counterparts 
in possessing more developmental assets. This might be the reason for having higher levels of 
student well-being in the research carried out by Lawes and Boyd (2018) since most current 
respondents were also students. Although Pacific youth are from families with low resources 
in the community, the higher levels of possessing more developmental assets seem to lie in 
their cultural values such as living collectively and belonging to a caring, loving, and respect-
ful community as well as being included in decision makings and religious practices (Min-
istry for Pacific Peoples 2021). These cultural values may assist young people in receiving 
more external assets (e.g. support from families and their communities, feeling valued, invol-
vement in programmes or religious events, and being taught boundaries and expectations) in 
comparison to their peers. In turn, youth can flourish and focus on their internal assets or 

Table 11. Regression results for variables predicting depression and risk behaviour at the .50 quantile.
95% CI

Outcome Predictor Coefficient SE t p LB UB

Depression Intercept 53.33 4.14 12.88 <.001 45.18 61.48
External assets −.90 .20 −4.43 <.001 −1.30 -.50
Internal Assets −.76 .28 −2.70 .007 −1.31 -.20

Misconduct Behaviours Intercept 24.81 1.69 14.66 <.001 21.48 28.14
External assets −.40 .08 −4.81 <.001 -.56 -.23
Internal Assets −.18 .11 −1.58 .11 -.40 .04

Note. SE = Standard error; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound. Significant level = p < .05
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capacities including motivation for learning, planning and decision-making, and have a more 
positive identity and values than their other peers. Nonetheless, racial differences in develop-
mental assets were found at a relatively small value.

The higher prevalence of depression among female youth is consistent with previous 
findings (e.g. Windfuhr et al. 2008; Ferrari et al. 2013; Joinson et al. 2016; Salk et al. 2017; 
Milot Travers and Mahalik 2021). Other determinants such as education and employ-
ment status had significant effects as well. According to the findings and in agreement 
with the prior studies (e.g. Tresidder et al. 1997; Manlove 1998; Esch et al. 2014; 
Hjorth et al. 2016; Gubbels et al. 2019), adolescents who were not attending schools 
reported higher prevalence of risk behaviours and lower developmental assets than 
their student peers. Likewise, according to a prior study (Staff et al. 2020), full-time 
workers reported a higher prevalence of misconduct behaviours than unemployed and 
part-time employed peers. Once more, these variations are minimal, and ideally, most 
participants reported less misconduct behaviours.

The second contribution of this study implies the predicting role of developmental 
assets in youth depressive symptoms and misconduct behaviours. The current findings 
are partially consistent with earlier research (e.g. Catalano et al. 2002; Benson et al. 
2006; Benson et al. 2011; Bleck and DeBate 2016) regarding the predictive role of devel-
opmental assets in reduced depression and misconduct behaviours. These studies suggest 
that enhancing developmental assets can lower the likelihood of engaging in misconduct 
behaviours and depression. The results of this study, however, point to the possibility that 
both internal and external may help reduced depressive symptoms but that only external 
assets might be useful in lowering misconduct behaviours. This result could imply the 
significance of the youth’s environment and its impacts on their willingness to take risks.

Implications for practice

Research and empirical studies suggest that identifying and fostering contextual and individ-
ual factors that support the development of young people’s internal and external assets 
should be the core of programmes for youth. The way the assets are conceptualised high-
lights the importance of communities in fostering positive development and youth well- 
being (Lerner et al. 2013). Implications for practice based on current findings provide 
more evidence for improving youth developmental assets to promote their well-being, 
reduce depressive symptoms and prevent problem behaviours. Evidence-based, non-puni-
tive strategies (Farrington et al. 2022) along with appropriate resource allocation are required 
for behavioural and emotional concerns, particularly for Māori and young people not 
engaged in education, employment or training. Funding culturally appropriate long-term 
and short-term youth development programmes that promote a strong sense of cultural 
identity, whānau/parental involvement, and inclusive community connections are required 
(Fox et al., 2018; Atkin and Yoo 2020; Billingsley et al. 2021; Byrd and Legette 2022).

It is important to recognise that emotional and behavioural problems are part of the 
much bigger context. Children and young people growing up in poverty, whose families 
have been treated unfairly by systems (e.g. school, police, employers, welfare, immigra-
tion), who have been discriminated against (Smith et al. 2021), have intergenerational 
trauma  – do not have the same opportunities to thrive. In addition, individual factors 
like disability (Clark et al. 2021), learning problems (Roy et al. 2020), and experiencing 
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child protection services (Rouland et al. 2019) can erode the developmental assets of chil-
dren and young people. Adequate strategies to intervene early and address the unmet 
health and educational needs of children are required (Trempe and Lewis 2018) to 
give them the best possible start in life.

As discussed in the earlier sections, mentoring relationships and positive youth devel-
opment hold great promise for the emotional and behavioural outcomes for youth who 
lack assets and support systems in their lives. Since current participants were in a men-
toring relationship hold great promise for emotional and behavioural outcomes for youth 
who lack assets and support systems in their lives. Since current participants were in a 
mentoring relationship, mentors can support their mentees through improving the 
youth’s social-emotional, cognitive, and identity development (Rhodes, 2005). Mentors 
and youth programme staff/leaders can consider promoting youth skills that help 
reduce negative outcomes while increasing more favourable outcomes. In this sense, 
youth development programmes that focus on mātauranga Māori (Māori knowledge) 
(Hikuroa 2017) in the context of mentoring relationships  – such as the Tuākana/ 
Teina (older-younger mentoring) Water Warriors Project  – have the potential to 
enhance youth’s empowerment and contributions by peer-mentoring and integrating 
Māori and western perspectives (Callaghan et al. 2018). Similarly, youth programmes 
that involve Māori and other racial groups, such as the programme demonstrated by Ara-
hanga-Doyle et al. (2018) in the form of seven days of sail training for Māori and NZ 
European adolescents, can create a context for developing a social/collective identity 
among adolescents that leads to increased resiliency.

Limitations and future directions

Youth in this study were in a mentoring relationship that limits the generalising of the 
findings to all youth in NZ. We were unable to report the individual backgrounds and 
pathways for participants who have high and low levels of assets and any impacts (or 
not) of mentoring. Furthermore, the small age range of the included participants (16- 
18 years old) may restrict generalisability to the mentored population. The questions 
of Developmental Assets Profile (DAP) which were hidden from the non-student partici-
pants who reported not being at school might impact scores. To further clarify, another 
method of rating this scale is based on the context view (e.g. personal, social, family, 
school, and community), which might demonstrate the significance of educational set-
tings in youth development. Therefore, non-student participants’ poorer developmental 
assets may be the basis of their discrepancies with their student peers. Notably, while the 
current analysis points towards important subgroups that may need to be targeted, ana-
lyses are unadjusted for potential confounding by or collinearity with the other demo-
graphic (and unmeasured) factors that may explain the link.

Moreover, this study was a cross-sectional study, many mentoring relationships may 
terminate at any time. Longitudinal studies may better capture the impact of being in a 
mentoring relationship on youth outcomes. Furthermore, the current sample included 
more female participants who were in mentoring relationships and were typically at 
higher risk of depressive symptoms. This might have an impact on the ranges of 
youth outcomes presented in Table 2 and other findings. Moreover, we also did not 
ask about gender-diverse or same-sex-attracted youth.
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As cultural identity may play a significant role in positive youth development in multi- 
ethnic contexts such as NZ, future studies may consider investigating this variable as a 
predictor or mediator variable in their analysis. For instance, how positive identity 
may mediate the effect of mentoring relationships on youth misconduct behaviours. Fur-
thermore, another gap which needs further exploration is to identify the factors that pro-
hibit youth from attending school and situations that force them to work full-time. If 
these populations’ needs and challenges can be adequately addressed, there will be 
more potential to impact practice and change policy. Additionally, future studies are 
highly recommended to focus on Māori youth’s contextual and individual assets with 
a central focus on bolstering assets, support systems and strategies that emphasise 
strengths. The differences between youth in developmental assets and risk behaviours 
also need further research and deeper exploration (e.g. each asset and its link to risk- 
taking such as positive values and risk-taking). Finally, the sample of this study was rela-
tively small and future studies may consider a larger sample size.
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