
Love, Liberty and Leadership    Chapter 3:    ENRICHMENT
A treatise on a youth antiviolence program for the 21st century

It wasn’t really clear at the outset what we would do after our first program (October 2000) was 
complete. The unanticipated breakthroughs which occurred at the Saturday night campfire, and the 
highly social behavior we observed when we reassembled the young participants, suggested to us that 
young men could come to like each other and 
themselves in fairly short order with what we had 
to offer them.  But I’m not a Pollyanna, and knew 
very well that most short-term breakthroughs in 
human change, in any age group - are rolled back 
in short order.  We would wait and see. Then, in 
the spring of 2001, PBS came out with a movie 
Boys Will Be Men, and this played to rave reviews 
across North America. The movie was a report on 
the work of the Lillian Lincoln Foundation, which 
had searched across North America for programs which were truly effective in preventing violence in 
young people.  For every person group thinking about a youth program - this is a Must View.  
Fortunately, the video can be seen online at: http://www.linktv.org/programs/boys-will-be-men

Now that you’ve seen Boys Will Be Men, you’ll get a flavor of how we were feeling in the spring of 
2001, elated, but not really knowing whether we had “take” with the boys that attended our program 
– but already planning the second version, and this time we were planning to add in boys who were in 
some difficulty – by inviting the Big Brothers 
organization (now known as Big Brothers/ Big 
Sisters - or vice versa) to send some of their 
Little Brothers (and Big Brothers) to our next 
program. We had to be careful. Big Brothers is 
very selective  of who it works with – and very 
careful. We sent them a video of our first 
program and waited while they applied to head 
office to see whether accepting our invitation 
was OK. Big Brothers has a very specific and singular agenda. It pairs well-screened mentoring-ready 
adult men with boys from single-parent families – boys without a father. It doesn’t run programs for the 
boys, at least for the most part, and those programs we were able to locate were ones that had been 
made up by the men and boys involved. 

Almost to our surprise, Big Brothers at the national level ended up welcoming us with open arms. Both 
parties felt that the other was on the same wavelength, even though what we each did was quite 
different. We each viewed Boys Will Be Men hopefully – even though the investigators had found only 
two programs in North America which they could legitimately say had a major impact on boys. Just 
two programs! When we watched the video we could see elements of our program in each of the two. 
We watched that movie over and over again to help us fine tune our own program. It was a great 
help. Without duplicating what anyone else was doing, we got a feel for what it would take to 
broaden and deepen the impact of our offering.
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 While the SUWS program in northern Idaho for at-risk students 11-18 resembles our program’s 
challenge elements [they also use Ropes Course events] - the program by 
Michael Meade, well-known founder of the Mosaic Multicultural 
Foundation runs the closest parallels to our program. Meade spins his 
magic by playing bongo drums and reciting poetry, which, to everyone’s 
surprise, draws in the young men, who are challenged to create a poetic 
presentation for their parents which expresses the alienation and 
difficulties they have traversing adolescence. Meade knows young men 
well. His approach is very adventuresome, and it seems to teeter on the 
edge of failure from moment to moment (though it doesn’t once you’ve 
seen it a few times), as the young man struggle with whether to become 
involved and finally resolve their struggle in favor of producing a mind-
blowing theatrical presentation which brings their parents to tears. Would 

that every boy had a Michael Meade! We could see how easy it was for the boys to become distracted 
and we resolved to redesign our program so that it was more tightly orchestrated, and less amenable 
to young people just wandering off, physically or otherwise. It was not lost on those that towards the 
end of our first program, we had been lucky in apprehending a young man with his suitcase packed, 
walking down the road, intending to hit the open road. Despite the fact that this interlude had a good 
ending, we wanted to make sure that we were not going to take up our activity time trying to find 
young people who had wandered off.

It’s clear from watching him that Meade has an amazing ability to ride with the punches. He enjoys this 
by understanding the inner dynamics of how young people grapple with challenges. And that usually 
means steadfastness in the midst of chaos

“This drives the adults crazy, ʻcause it seems like total chaos - some kids 
playing make-believe baseball, some kids playing the piano, other kids 
practicing on the drum, others pushing each other around. Thatʼs how 
they get ready. Every group Iʼve ever been with, of young people - thatʼs 
what they do. Itʼs necessary. The world began in chaos, so everything 
meaningful starts in chaos. Yeah, thatʼs how I understand this. The 
trouble is that in the midst of chaos you have to start pulling out some 
threads of intelligence and coherence.”

While we were quite taken with Meade’s magic, we knew that his experience and his cadence and his 
reading of the young men as things unfolded - was the catalyst which drove this program. We  weren’t 
him and we never would be. This would have been intimidating to us if we’d seen it before we created 
our own program. We felt kind of relieved that our program had come off without a central 
charismatic character to make it happen. We had leaders, yes, but these were volunteers with no 
particular background in human dynamics. There were those of us in the wings who knew what to do 
when the going got tough, but for the most part, the program itself carried the day – and it didn’t 
require the leader to be either exceptional or well steeped in working with young people. Thus our 
program is more replicable than Meade’s – which requires a Michael Meade to make it work.

But it also defined our task - to keep creating the program in a way that the program itself was the 
stimulus for the young people. This meant that the adults had to be spontaneous, uncontrived, and in 
many ways - not their usual parental selves. What would happen when a problem presented itself?  
What if someone got injured – or lost? How would we fold this in to the program, while keeping it up 
and running?  We can’t really afford to have a lull in the action or we lose the attention of young 
people – and there is a chance, always a chance, that we might not get it back! We weren’t really 



sure yet, so we weren’t about to take any chances. Design, design, design! There’d be times,  we were 
sure, when an expert facilitator designing a sharp right turn with precision and accuracy would be 
needed, but for the most part a group of well-meaning adults thrown into the fray without a script was 
our Michael Meade.

In the early going, we could slot in a Ken Victor or a Brian Bailey when a particularly well-crafted to 
set of instructions or an exquisite setting of the scene was required -  or if one of the participants 
suddenly “lost it.” This gave us a fallback position,  as long as our participatory theater had a few 
professionals to parachute in when needed.

Boys Will Be Men was a real education for us. We saw precisely what were up against, and began to 
devise failsafes for situations which would inevitably come up one day.  It also allowed us to feel 
confident in accepting boys were sent to the program because they were struggling with one problem 
or another. There was no reason, we surmised, to think that young people with problems would be 
appreciably different to deal with than our nephews or the kids across the street.  I still think that way.

Adding in the Work of Martin Seligman

 An article on youth work in Psychology Today directed us towards the work of three pillars of the 
Positive Psychology movement – Martin Seligman, Mihali Czikszentmihalyi, and Jonathan Haidt,  all of 
whose work is highly esteemed, broadly researched and broadly quoted.

Seligman, whose previous seminal work on learned 
helplessness13 had gained him a considerable 
reputation, relates the story of being challenged by 
his young daughter to undertake something positive. 
He took her suggestion seriously, and was soon 
wondering whether young people caught up in 
pessimism – and on the road to depression – could be 
diverted by learning to become optimistic. To know 
the answer he set up an experiment in which he would 
create a program which would interact with pessimistic 

Grade 5-6 students in the Philadelphia school system. 
He knew that he would have a short window of opportunity – he needed to get 
in and out in short order. The chosen intervention was six two-hour sessions. Seligman relates the 
inspiration for his work in his book on the subject– The Optimistic Child14.

Thomas Hoving, the formidable curator of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, was 
known for not only his exquisite taste but also his ability to sniff out fraud and his unshakable 
confidence in his own artistic judgment. But he was not always full of such confidence.15

He tells of being nineteen at Princeton University, flunking out, anxious, low of self-esteem, and 
unsure of judgment. Before dropping out, however, he decided to venture one more course, an 
upper-class sculpture seminar.  on the first day,the professor placed on the podium a gleaming 
metal object with streamlined fingers.
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“Gentlemen,” the professor instructed the eight Princetonians, “ Comment on the aesthetic merits 
of this piece.”

“ Mellifluous fluidity,” asserted the Ivy Club senior.

“Harmony of the spheres,” agreed a junior in plummy tones. On and on went the plaudits around 
the room, until the only until only the sophomore, pimpled, quaking Hoving remained.

“Well, this is too well tooled, too cold, and too  mechanical. It’s too functional. This isn’t art,” 
mumbled Hoving apologetically.

The object was an obstetrical speculum.

“After that,” Hoving tells us “there was no stopping me!”

Hoving’s  transforming event was a positive one, but I am convinced a single, crucial event that 
shatters the routine of childhood or adolescent life – for better or for worse – can markedly alter 
pessimism or optimism by changing the child’s theory of who he is and what he is worth.

Seligman designed an intervention filled with events he hoped 
would shatter the pessimistic view of his youthful participants. He 
drew up a list of events which would have maximal significance 
to Grade 5-6 students – events like being invited to somebody’s 
birthday party, being picked on by one’s brother, being 
compared to a sibling by one of one’s parents – events which 
were loaded with the possibility that the young person would 
exhibit pessimism. Then he created a series of cartoons with 

bubbles representing young 
person’s thoughts. His 
researchers induced the young 
participants to use one series of 
cartoons to fill the thought 
bubbles with their usual 
response – which might be 
something like “it always 
happens to me.“ and he added 
the second panel of cartoons 
with a thought bubble 
preceding a frame which 
indicated a positive outcome. 
By filling out both panels young 
people began to see that they 
had a choice, and when given 
a choice, they were better able 
to relate to the optimistic view 
rather than their usual 
pessimistic one. This turned out 
to be a brilliant coup. But 
would it work a year later? The 
prediction was that 44% of the 



students would present with clinical depression a year later – and when a year later came, only 22% 
of them were  depressed. Seligman was awarded the Psychologist of the Decade award for the 1990s 
for this work, and by 2004, variations on the exercises he had created were ensconced in every 
elementary school in Australia.

I felt the story was worth telling in its fullness because the intervention was very simple and it was 
applied over a remarkably short period - 12 hours. But it was based on an inspired decision, (the 
Hoving Effect.) It showed us in no uncertain terms that if you get it  precisely right about what young 
people really want, and if you provide them with an opportunity to acquire it, over and over again, 
challenge upon challenge, sooner or later they’ll get it. And it doesn’t have to take two years. And 
what young people really want is to be able to successfully relate to each other.

Our exposure to Seligman’s highly successful intervention, which was nevertheless simple and 
straightforward, gave us the confidence to stick with our young people’s highly-involved response to 
the Ropes Course challenges – allowing us to accept, in the end, that it was possible - that by working 
together on a series of one challenge after another, young people could come to feel differently about 
both themselves and the people that were working with – and that this change could even be indelible. 
Seligman had put his oar in the water with his work around learned optimism, and he continues to this 
day (2010) to extol the possibilities of culturing happiness by drawing on strengths which one identifies 
within oneself. 

Seligman’s focus is on strengths rather than weakness, asserting that happiness is not the result of 
good genes or luck. Seligman teaches readers that happiness can be cultivated by identifying and 
using many of the strengths and traits that they already possess–including kindness, originality, 
humor, optimism, and generosity. By frequently calling upon what he calls “signature strengths” in 
all the crucial realms of life, readers will not only develop natural buffers against misfortune and the 
experience of negative emotion, they will move their lives up to a new more positive plane.16

 As reported in Chapter 1, our program design included a segment following each challenge event 
which involved the participants debriefing after the event and then appearing before High Council to 
make a case for having learned how to utilize a  new quality or trait in the process of solving the 
puzzle inherent in the challenge.

 When the team was able to establish an argument which convinced High Council, an 
icon was awarded to the team which had the shape of a jigsaw puzzle piece. The 

strength or trait which the team had learned was printed on the icon 
before they left High Council, and the icon remained theirs unless they 
were subsequently found not to be actualizing the trait it listed.  This 
proviso led some to some very interesting events when team lost their 
icons. Almost universally, because they were really “into it”  with 
regard to our program – the team would redouble its efforts and 
even try to make an argument that the next High Council for getting 

its old icon back – as well as a new icon. This was so inspiring to see 
that sometimes we actually gave them two icons.

The reverse side of the icon was printed with parts of a map of the property where the event was being 
held. The teams had been told that somewhere on this map was the location of a treasure. The treasure 
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itself was never described. But as the team collected more icons, it was always more likely that they 
would be the ones to discover the treasure. While this proved to be a very effective method of getting 
the young people aboard for looking at values - a few prototypes later we would learn how even to 
expand this opportunity. 

The Contribution of “Flow” to the Second Level Design Process

The second major figure whose work became  enfolded into our 
design was Dr. Mihali Czikszentmihalyi, who was briefly introduced 
in Chapter 1. As a 10-year-old, Mihali (or Mike to his friends) had 
found himself on the periphery of the youth resistance in wartime 
Hungary. But though he told me he was too young himself to be fully 
included, he looked up to the 15-year-olds who, from day to day, 
were facing the possibility of death, and who seemed to deal with it 
better all the time. The war meanwhile took its toll on older people 
who had difficulty facing the loss of relatives and lost property and 

loss of personal freedom, but the youth who had been in the resistance prospered after the war.

 Czikszentmihalyi would later travel to the United States study psychology, and would make a superb 
career out of understanding what conditions optimized learning in young 
people. His work has taken a central place in our efforts. 
Czikszentmihalyi, now in his 80s, continues to hold a university 
professorship. For our purposes his most important book was The Evolving 
Self – an excellent (and required) read for anyone undertaking to be a 
facilitator if our program.  An excerpt of Czikszentmihalyi’s own words 
below, from Chapter 7 of  The Evolving Self  which we use in our training 
program appears on the CD as Czikszentmihalyi.pdf

Czikszentmihalyi originated the concept of “flow” as the optimal receptive 
state, during which learning occurs in leaps and bounds. Ideally, learning 
involves a challenge and an inherent ability to learn. Learning does not 
occur when the challenge is far too difficult and one’s inherent ability to 
learn is far exceeded. Equally, if the challenge is too easy, or if one’s 
inherent ability to learn is not engaged, learning will not occur either. So it 

is up to designers to identify the middle ground which Czikszentmihalyi calls “flow”– where learning is 
optimized.  Each of the following eight optimizing principles have been applied rigorously to every 
aspect of our program since the second prototype in November 2001.

1. Clear goals: an objective is distinctly defined; immediate feedback: one knows instantly how 
well one is doing.
2. The opportunities for acting decisively are relatively high, and they are matched by one's 
perceived ability to act. In other words, personal skills are well suited to given challenges.
3. Action and awareness merge; one-pointedness of mind.
4. Concentration on the task at hand; irrelevant stimuli disappear from consciousness, worries 
and concerns are temporarily suspended. 5. A sense of potential control.
6. Loss of self-consciousness, transcendence of ego boundaries, a sense of growth and of being 
part of some greater entity.
7. Altered sense of time, which usually seems to pass faster.
8. Experience becomes autotelic: If several of the previous conditions are present, what one does 

becomes autotelic, or worth doing for its own sake



Love, Liberty and Leadership    Chapter 4:    THE REDESIGN
A treatise on a youth antiviolence program for the 21st century 

Our design team took great pleasure in applying whatever measures it would take to enhance the 
“flow” of our event by rigorously applying Czikszentmihalyi’s optimizing conditions to every element.  
The Ropes Course events/elements that we had chosen initially were easy to adapt, as the designers 
had been building in “flow”– long before anyone gave it that name. Each of these elements  which 
had been carefully put together during World War II, had clear goals, and we make sure that whoever 
was presenting them articulated these goals clearly, and 
applied a time limit over which the event would proceed. 
This satisfied the first and second of optimizing conditions, 
as with Ropes Course events the opportunities are relatively 
high for being decisive. After all that’s how they were 
designed. There was never any question that the level of 
difficulty of the Ropes Course events was also optimal. 
Those which failed to stretch our young participants had 
long since been discarded. We were even able to design a 
few new ones, on the basis of knowing what would be both 
interesting and challenging. For instance, on the second 
round of design, we decided to include a Jousting 
Challenge, and although there were naysayers, we later 
found that both boys and girls greatly enjoy this event.

Adding the “Optimizing Conditions” One By One

The next thing we wanted to ensure was that there was an equal balance 
between planning and executing - allowing action and awareness to 
merge rather than to be seen as separate activities. Were our Ropes 
Course elements sufficiently interesting to the young people that they 
would captivate their attention with 20 or 30 minutes they would spend? 
Frankly, there were elements that we ended up discarding, as the young 
people simply didn’t relate to them. That meant that the ones that were 
left were the ones that were highly interesting and highly engaging. 

As an example, we run an event called the Egg Launch–which requires 
teams of participants first to 
design and then to build an 
object made out of common 
household items – like pot 
scrubbers, scotch tape, kitchen 
steel wool, clothespins, toilet 
paper, chopsticks, rubber bands 
and the like. The vehicle is to be a safe container which 
contains and protects up to 6 raw eggs,  i.e. it has to be 
capable of preventing them from breaking when it is 
launched through the air. Teams compete against each 
other, and the winning team is the one with the most intact 
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