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Abstract

Malaysian youth are a significant group in steering and shaping Malaysia's future.
Consequently, the government introduced many approaches to enhance and expand the
potential of the youth. The youth development approach is founded on believing that young
people thrive when developmentally supported across all community sectors. Youth
development is best promoted through activities and experiences that help youth develop
social, ethical, emotional, physical, and cognitive domains. Most youth development
approaches can be promoted in Malaysia through the international youth exchange program
and a few other programs such as Perdana Fellows Program, Malaysian Youth Parliament, and
Malaysian Youth Consultative Council. The international youth exchange program is the most
anticipated program among Malaysian youth. The international youth exchange programs
focus on exposing youth to global networking, knowledge, and skills. However, to get involved
in any international exchange program, a person (youth) needs to go through the selection
process. The selection process is vital in order to select a competent youth. Therefore, it is
reasonable to expect that participating in organised and structured programs will positively
impact the participating youth. Moreover, Positive Youth Development (PYD) can be achieved
by elevating the 5Cs of PYD through the programs. Henceforth, this concept paper will
thoroughly explain the competence of the youth and its significance on the PYD through the
international youth exchange (IYEX) program.

Keywords: Youth Development, International Youth Exchange Program, Competency,
Positive Youth Development

Introduction

Youth Development

Youth development is a strategic idea that focuses on activities for whole communities to
assist all youth to thrive. In other words, when young people are supported in their growth
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throughout all community sectors, they succeed (Turnnidge et al., 2014). For example,
schools, youth-serving groups, faith-based organisations, community government, business,
the juvenile justice system, etcetera. It builds on traditional youth service techniques by
focusing on long-term, systemic methods for nurturing good features and behaviours in
young people by creating an environment that fosters their developmental needs and abilities
(Qi et al., 2021).

In general, youth is known as a different component of a country's population. Youth
is a vital time and a pivotal point since they are neither children nor adults. In the
development stages, youth acquire the behaviours, abilities, values, and social skills necessary
to become successful adults (Lopez et al., 2015). Along the way, they acquire a set of personal
assets or supports that assist them in confronting the challenges and possibilities that loom
(Piers et al., 2018). These assets allow youth to become resilient where they will be able to
rebuild from difficulties. It can also be connoted that young people drive their development
and their ability to thrive depends significantly on the support and assistance from the people
and institutions around them.

Moreover, many prior studies have emphasised the importance of youth
development. According to scholars, the most significant way to support youth development
is to engage them in activities and experiences that help them develop their social, ethical,
emotional, physical, and cognitive domains (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). It is confirmed by a
study that mentioned that youth require contexts that support their development by
exposing them to pleasant experiences, situations, and people and conditions that allow them
to build and excellent real-world skills (Lerner et al., 2011). As a result, every community must
provide a diverse range of youth activities in positive developmental contexts that assist
youth in establishing the attitudes, competencies, values, and social skills necessary to
become successful adults.

Many youth development programs offer beneficial experiences that extend youth's
viewpoints and involvement, enhance their socialisation and talents. Expanding their
exposure to developmental opportunities and supports may influence their development
toward healthy (positive) outcomes. This positive youth development is the current
perspective whereby it highlights the resources and talents of youth by offering various
platforms to thrive. For instance, the United Kingdom (U.K.) Youth Parliament, 4-H Programs,
and Erasmus Exchange Programs. Firstly, the United Kingdom Youth Parliament allows 11to
18-year-old to utilise their elected voice to effect social change through meaningful
representation and advocacy (Roberts et al., 2016). Over 280 seats for elected MYPs are
available in the U.K. Youth Parliament (Members of Youth Parliament). MYPs are often
elected in annual youth elections across the U.K. Once a year, all MYPs get together during
the Annual Sitting of the U.K. Youth Parliament. They organise events and projects, run
campaigns, and influence decision-makers on essential issues to young people once elected.

According to one official source from the U.K. Youth Parliament, MYPs establish a line
of knowledge and skills. Communication, public speaking, a better understanding of politics
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and current events, the ability to see things from someone else's point of view, arguing,
teamwork, leadership, organisation, and negotiating are just a few examples. Those
competencies are the perk of engaging in youth development programs. It helps help young
people to develop "competencies that will enable them to grow, develop their skills and
become healthy, responsible, and caring youth and adults" (Networks for Youth
Development, 1998). Second is the 4-H Programs, America's top youth development
organisation, another example of a youth development program. 4-H Programs provide
hands-on learning opportunities for young people that delivers by the Cooperative
Extension—a network of more than 100 public universities around the country. In 4-H,
children and teenagers engage in various hands-on activities within their growing-up term.
They also complete hands-on projects in health, science, agriculture, and civic engagement in
a constructive environment. Adult mentors acted as a guide and encouraged them to take on
proactive leadership roles. In other words, they get a variety of experiences under the concept
of learning by doing. It is an example of the term; "development is a process, not a goal". The
significance of 4-H is described by a study whereby it stated that 4-H has the goal of positive
youth personal development and seeks to help youth develop life skills relevant to their lives
(Enfield, 2001).

While, in Europe, there is an Erasmus Exchange Program to support education,
training, youth, and sport. The program emphasises social inclusion, environmental and
digital transformations. The program also encourages young people to participate in
democratic life. Studying abroad is an essential aspect of Erasmus and has been demonstrated
to improve career opportunities in the future. It is also an opportunity to develop language
skills, build self-confidence and independence, and learn about a new culture among youth
participants. Therefore, a foreign study experience has a good impact on student exchange
programs. Furthermore, it demonstrates that student exchange programs like Erasmus have
a positive impact on long-term stability. According to a study, the benefits of an academic
experience abroad can be summarised in the form of seven significant characteristics. The
personal level of student exchange program participants, for example, can boost their
employability.

The programs also act as a platform for learning new languages and refining existing
ones. Academic exchange program participants also improve their self-sufficiency and
develop intercultural abilities (Kabanbayeva et al., 2019). For example, the Erasmus
Programme is seen as a learning platform in which young students get significant experience
and training in the realities of life in an increasingly connected society (Tsoukalas, 2019).
Furthermore, the student's self-perception, social representations, and social identity are
transformed due to the overwhelming experiences, both emotionally and cognitively. These
programs explain that people continue to evolve throughout their lives. As a result, fostering
youth development is a long-term, overarching goal rather than a short-term goal. A study
summarised this feature by stating that development seeks to allow a person to continue to
develop (Arshad et al., 2021). In this light, the identification of goals becomes more difficult.
Developmental goals identify demands for growth rather than defining specific and
measurable behaviours (Zulkefli & Rabi, Exploring the Usage of Computer-Mediated
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Communication in Assisting Individual with Autism Spectrum Disorder to Communicate,
2021). Therefore, in this sense, development can be seen as a progression process, opposed
to attainment, which is the key.

Youth Development in Malaysia

Beginning in the late 1980s, Malaysian adolescents displayed a significant shift in their
lifestyles and thought patterns. They are the first generation in Malaysian history to grow up
with computers, music downloads, instant messaging, and cell phones. Young people may be
more tolerant of internationalism because of the 'open sky' concept, information and media
liberalisation. However, youth may experience identity uncertainty without adult guidance
and awareness, feeling connected and alienated. Notwithstanding, Malaysian youth have
demands according to their age, location, and circumstances (Hamzah, 2005).

The competitive global environment has demanded creativity, futurism, and always
being on track with the latest technological developments. This social transformation has
hugely influenced the thinking and lifestyle of today's youth generation. Thus, the formulation
of strategies and efforts for the country's youth development is a complex undertaking
because the country's youth are diverse in terms of socio-cultural and socio-economic status.
The current Malaysian Youth Policy (MYP) has categorised youth in Malaysia into eight (8)
Target Groups. This youth classification is expected to make it easier for stakeholders to
establish particular programs or initiatives based on more strategic youth development
planning and implementation (Ministry of Youth and Sports, 2015).

Malaysia's youth development is guided by the Malaysian Youth Policy (MYP) 2015,
which intends to reinforce and highlight youth human capital as a future catalyst of the
country's strategic growth (Ministry of Youth and Sports, 2015). Therefore, the government's
commitment to implementing MYP's goals is based on three Policy Thrusts: Positive Youth
Development (PYD), From Youth to Youth, and Youth as a National Resource and Asset.
Similarly, the 11th Malaysia Plan's youth development agenda for 2016-2020 aims to increase
young well-being by preparing them to become charismatic, dynamic, and progressive
generations (Economic Planning Unit, 2015).

In order to detail the strategy and steps that need to be taken by the Ministry of Youth
and Sports, four strategic thrusts have been worked on considering the latest environmental
scenarios and trends. The first is an effort to improve the effectiveness of strategies and
initiatives implemented (Ministry of Youth and Sports, 2016). Second, in maximising youths'
potential for the country's social well-being, the self and potential of youths need to be
strengthened, which leads to the implementation of PYD-based programs. For instance, the
Perdana Fellows Program, the Malaysian Youth Parliament, the Malaysian Youth Consultative
Council, the IYEX Programs, and youth entrepreneurship.

The Perdana Fellows Program (PFP) is a prominent program that aims to create the

next generation of Malaysian leaders across multiple sectors by providing young Malaysians
with first-hand experience in topics of national governance. Perdana Fellows are placed under
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the jurisdiction of Ministers of several Ministries as part of this program to assist in the highest
level of administration (Youth Development Division, 2016). Upon expiration of the fellowship
period, they become the member of the Perdana Fellows Alumni Association. They will
continue the tradition of establishing a great network between youth leaders and
government, corporate, and NGO leaders. Perdana Fellows is seen as one of the mediums for
forming new leadership potentials among youths through mentoring.

Youths can develop skills, form youth leadership, continuation and maintain
relationships between youths (protégés) and adults (mentors). It is gleaned by a prior study
that examined the potential of mentoring on positive youth development in a youth
leadership development program (Arshad et al., 2017). Furthermore, mentoring has opened
opportunities for youth leaders to access ecological assets through the communities they join.
Finally, it directly develops a network element (connection) in the PYD by forming non -
partisan leadership and leading social change. In sum, youth development efforts through the
mentoring leadership process can increase the positive values of youth. Ideally, (Lerner et al.,
2013) have discussed the relationship between PYD with individuals as a development asset
associated with mentoring that serves as a positive resource in youth life.

Another youth leadership program in Malaysia is the Malaysian Youth Parliament
(PBM) aims to train and produce a line of young leaders who are of calibre and credibility in
line with the country's needs in the future. Specifically, the objective of PBM is to improve
leadership knowledge and skills among the youth for the continuation of long-term national
leadership (Youth Development Division, 2016). PBM can also expose youths to how the legal
process is made, understand the country's administrative system, and identify youth trends
to adapt to national administrative policies. In addition, the Malaysian Youth parliament
highlights debating a proposition in the Parliament and engaging with society at grassroots
levels.

Each of the Members of the Youth Parliament represents young people in their local
area. PBM allows youth involvement in decision-making. Moreover, it has positively impacted
youth capacity building and contribution to the government (Sani & Saad, 2018). Meanwhile,
according to United Nations, the active participation and involvement of youth in society and
the practice of democracy is vital in response to efforts to meet needs and assurances that
their human rights are recognised and enforced (United Nations, 2012). Researchers and
practitioners concur that this involvement offers them the ability to speak on behalf of other
youth and do so in an acceptable way and gives them an edge (Faulkner, 2009). Moreover,
The World Assembly of Youth, in its report entitled "Youth Participation in Decision-Making",
found that youth participation leads to better results and outcomes (World Assembly of
Youth, 2015). It suggests that young people should be aware of the opportunities to
participate in civic and political rights. Also, they get to contribute to the decision-making
process that affects their life and the country.

Besides PFP dan PBM, the IYEX Program is among the primary programs under the
Ministry's strategic thrust — Youth Internationalization. The IYEX programs are the initiative
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to foster thriving among adolescents who participate in a program that comprises diverse and
challenging activities. Under the Ministry of Youth and Sports, IYEX programs are based on
bilateral and multilateral agreements. The governments intended to reinforce cooperation at
the regional and global levels among the future generation of young people. Apart from that,
the agreement also strengthens and increases international programs for youths to get
proper exposure. With more exchange programs, more youth will have the opportunity to
experience the positive impacts of the programs (Radhakrishna & Ingram, 2005).

There are two types of IYEX programs: long-term (52 days) and short-term (20 days).
Both types of programs involve youth to form a contingent to represent Malaysia to
participate in the programs. IYEX programs are not mainly about international mobility but
how youth engage in such activities designed by the organisers. Scholars agree that youth
participation in various activities is advantageous to their development, particularly in
promoting PYD and contributing to society (Agans et al., 2013). The real challenge is youth
involvement in diverse natures of activities and the different cultures and backgrounds of
other participating youth. It requires youth with diverse academic competencies, general
knowledge, good conduct in English, social competencies, effective communication, and
others. It would test the ability and resilience of youth to display what they can do and shine
in the programs.

Literature Review

Positive Youth Development (PYD)

Adolescence is one of the most crucial stages that affect the development of young people
and can be defined as a key "turning point" in life. Practitioners and policymakers have tried
various approaches for decades to prevent problem behaviour among youth and help youth
transition to adulthood. Long-held stereotypes about youth associated it with developmental
issues that led to juvenile cases, financial difficulties, and other behaviour problems. It seems
impractical to design and execute interventions for each single adolescent behaviour
problem. Furthermore, the effectiveness of such "deficit" programs is uncertain (Kim et al.,
2016; Lai et al., 2016). However, the perception and situation of youth development have
changed to a positive perspective (Lerner, 2002; Lerner, 2004) that highlights holistic
development based on their strengths and interests rather than focusing on decreasing the
behaviour problems.

Since then, many scholars have been discussing Positive Youth Development (PYD).
People may ask a common question; "what is PYD?". According to Bonell et al., 2016, positive
youth development (PYD) can be characterised as a youth development practice that
connects youth with their environment. For example, people or organisations that present in
youth's life. The development process includes identifying youth's strengths before utilising
and enhancing them, all in the best manner. The explanation supported by Logwood &
Thomas (2017), whereby stated that youth will go beyond just doing and be emotionally and
cognitively engaged by being involved in a project invested in any program. The result may be
that they show caring. It means that, by making the most of their potential through diverse
opportunities, PYD can contribute to adolescent's present and future well-being.
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PYD is not brand-new among scholars and practitioners. During the past two decades,
PYD was one of the main topics discussed in youth development. PYD is another perspective
that highlights resources, potentials, and strength in youth (Shek et al., 2019). Likewise, Zhou
et al., 2020 added that PYD is a redefined and positive path that emphasises developmental
plasticity and potential in youth instead of developmental deficits. Moreover, there are
several PYD models proposed by scholars that have been used in different frames. All the
models have some agreements that concentrate on the strength and potential of youth,
plasticity, and internal developmental assets (such as individual competencies), and external
developmental assets (such as environment influence) (Shek et al., 2019). Such models
involve Benson's 40 developmental assets (Benson et al., 2007), Lerner's 5Cs and 6Cs models
(Lerner, 2006), Social-Emotional Learning, and Catalano's 15 PYD constructs (Catalano et al.,
2003). The theories, research, and applications are imperative toward designing holistic youth
development programs and ultimately contribute to youth well-being.

Concerning that, scholars also have recognised the need of promoting young people's
well-being through successful youth programs in the light of the problems associated with
youth development. PYD based programs seek to foster and increase youths' PYD traits and
strength. Unlike the deficit model, the PYD concept views youth as "precious assets" rather
than "problems". The plasticity emphasised in the PYD paradigm suggests that the
developmental system promotes desired outcomes rather than prevents unwanted
behaviours (Lerner et al., 2005). Therefore, focusing on providing them with various platforms
to highlight their abilities, such as resilience, emotional skills, and moral competence (Shek et
al., 2019), can help them cope with developmental problems and sustain healthy functioning.
Similarly, Zhou et al., 2020 discovered that the PYD approach would help young people
develop their inner strengths to be safeguarded from risky behaviour and prosper. The
findings portray that youth development programs need to be worked on by adopting the
concept of PYD so that youths can face adversities in life and towards the youth's well-being.

In Malaysia, youth development is based on the PYD approach that recognises the
potential and strength of youth. Therefore, it is developed positively and following the
potential where the youth are. It is divided into two categories: PYD through 8Cs and the
development of youth asset well-being (Ministry of Youth and Sports, 2015). The
development of youth asset well-being is measured through a study Malaysian Youth Asset
Wellbeing Development (Youth Asset Study) was conducted by a group of researchers from
the Institute for Youth Research Malaysia (IYRES) and Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM) in 2015.
The results indicated that the overall score of youth assets was reasonable, with an average
of external assets of 61.2 and internal assets of 74.6. The gap between the external and
internal assets scores suggest that Malaysian youth have the greater internal strength to deal
with the obstacles they experience (Institute for Youth Research Malaysia & Universiti Putra
Malaysia, 2015). Apart from that, it can be concluded that external support or the youth
development ecosystem needs to be strengthened to highlight the potential of youth. The
achievement of internal assets in the Youth Asset Study is seen as the internal strength of the
youth to strengthen their level of well-being, as reported by the Malaysian Youth
Development Index 2015 (Rawee, 2016).
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Meanwhile, the 8Cs goals are created in the context of the Malaysian Youth Policy
(MYP) based on the demands of Malaysian youth development. The original PYD framework,
widely utilised internationally, aimed at the 5Cs (Lerner et al., 2005). There have been
additions to the PYD framework in the context of positive youth development in Malaysia.
Considerate, competitive, and contribution are the three additional domains (Institute for
Youth Research Malaysia, 2018). Youth development in Malaysia is regarded as based on MYP
that is relevant and current with the needs of youth to fulfil the objective of positive youth
development (8Cs). Regular monitoring and implementing integrated youth development
methods are critical to achieving positive youth development in Malaysia. In 2018, a group of
researchers from IYRES performed an 8Cs Positive Youth Development Study to assess the
achievement of eight dimensions (8Cs) of positive youth development in Malaysia. According
to the findings of this study, the Contribution domain received the highest score, while the
Competence domain received the lowest (Institute for Youth Research Malaysia, 2018).

It shows that Malaysian youths contribute something positive to their family, peers,
neighbourhood, and community. On the other part, youths in Malaysia need the training to
improve their competence, qualifications, and abilities to carry out tasks properly in various
fields such as academic, social, emotional, and vocational.

International Youth Exchange (IYEX) Programs

In the current and modernised century, making connections and communicating ideas among
diverse groups of people, particularly the young, focusing on economic, political, security,
socio-cultural, and other activities is one of the defining features of international relations.
Many young people participate in various exchange programs, such as scientific stages,
conferences, training, and other learning activities. The significance of studying the
perspective of youth exchanges is determined by their role in strengthening mutual trust and
good neighbourly relations. It also led to the development of the integration process in
education, science, technology, and youth development. Besides that, youth exchange
programs also provide a new purpose to multilateral cooperation, improved quality of life,
and the achievement of other millennium development goals.

The concept of exchange programs is not restricted to science and education.
According to (Maximova et al., 2018), there is various programs' diversity. Socio-cultural
programs have the primary goals of being acquainted with country life, learning a foreign
language, learning about history, traditions, and customs, and refuting ethnic and national
prejudices and assumptions. The next category is educational and scientific programs, aimed
at receiving formal professional education and conducting scientific research, professional
internships, and suitable for undergraduates and young specialists looking to expand their
knowledge and gain experience (Fitzsimmons, Flanagan, & Wang, 2013). Another kind is the
initiatives as a part of bilateral and multilateral agreements focusing on youth policy and
youth work.

In Malaysia, international exchange programs among young people are part of the
internationalisation initiatives under the Ministry of Education and Ministry of Youth and
Sports. Most of the exchange programs under the Ministry of Education are education-based
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involving students, teachers, lecturers and staff. At the same time, the exchange programs
under the Ministry of Youth and Sports are mainly based on bilateral or multilateral
agreements in youth & sports development. It involves young people who represent the
youth associations and individual youth. However, nowadays, there are numerous
universities students involved. As for the current paper, we focus on IYEX programs under the
Ministry of Youth and Sports.

In order to participate in any exchange program in Malaysia, one must first go through
the selection process. It consists of several stages where the assessment is based on the
organisers' eligibility requirements and selection criteria of the governing body (Baharun et
al., 2011). Then, supported by the previous study, successful applicants must go through the
selection camp to participate in exchange programs to represent the university, nation, or
country (Universiti Malaysia Sabah, 2021). In other words, it is a necessary formality for
applicants to go through to assure that they are eligible to represent Malaysia in an exchange
program.

The IYEX program is an example of a youth development program that exposes youth
to networking among international young people from various countries. It is because the
nature of the IYEX program is to nurture friendships and understand them. The program also
aims to broaden the youth's perspective, foster leadership abilities in multiple fields, and
enhance the spirit of cooperation for global cooperation. IYEX programs are listed among
Ministry's internationalisation strategies, which expose Malaysian youth to global
networking, knowledge, and skills. In addition, it serves as a forum for young people to
showcase their abilities and potential through various IYEX programs (Ministry of Youth and
Sports, 2016).

The Ministry of Youth and Sports collaborates with other ministries and governments
on some IYEX programs, including the Cabinet Office of Japan, the Ministry of Gender Equality
and Family of the Republic of Korea, the Ministry of Youth and Sports of Brunei Darussalam,
and the Ministry of Youth and Sports of Indonesia, to name a few. The Youth Development
Division of the National Youth and Sports Department is in charge of all IYEX programs within
the Ministry's jurisdiction. These IYEX programs require youth to form a contingent with some
committees. Therefore, it ensures that all pre-departure preparations, such as pre-program
assignments, cultural presentation, contingent attire, and many more, are well-managed.

Before participation in IYEX programs, all participants passed through a challenging
selection process, training, and thorough preparation under the guidance of their leaders.
Then, they are screened at different levels to determine their suitability and competencies to
represent their country in those programs. The stages include psychometric tests, essay
assessment, and selection camp. A psychometric test, essay evaluation, and selection camp
are among the phases of assessment. The first screening phase is the psychometric test which
The Public Service Department (PSD) prepares and analyses the test. This test covers ten
personality traits identified by the Ministry to assess the personality of the youth. The ten
attributes are rationale, assertiveness, tolerance, social activity, systematic, compassion,
expression of feelings, happiness, calmness, and dependability (Youth Development Division,
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2018). The essay evaluation is the second screening stage, in which a short essay based on
the required theme is submitted by online application. Assessors from the Youth
Development Division are evaluating the essay based on the guidelines established. This
screening is for youth who appear to be qualified based on the information submitted for the
application.

The final assessment is the Selection Camp whereby it is for youth who have passed
the initial screening. The Selection Camp is a powerful instrument for identifying and selecting
the best young people to represent the country in IYEX programs. A group of assessors
appointed by the Ministry based on their competency evaluates youth throughout the camp
(Zulkefli & ZzZulkifli, 2021) on all aspects of the discipline, cooperation, communication,
leadership, personality, intellectual, and even talent, either during activities or during break
time (Youth Development Division, 2018). The only IYEX program requiring interview
participants is The Ship for Southeast Asian and Japanese Youth Program (SSEAYP). As for this
program, participants are chosen based on assessments before as well as the interview.

Participating youth are constantly stimulated throughout the programs, primarily by
the organisers' variety of interactive activities, such as educational visits, homestay programs,
courtesy calls on local governors, discussion groups, volunteer activities, solidarity group
activities, and national and cultural presentations. Therefore, participants must act creatively
and actively to perform different roles and responsibilities under a limited time frame. At the
same time, they must follow a tight schedule, prepare the day-to-day activities that are
challenging and highly competitive, and need to enjoy the program. Besides that, each
contingent must plan and execute specific projects in home countries, which would benefit
the communities after returning to their respective countries. Thus, the activity is called Post-
Program Activities (PPA). Somehow, it is a very stressful task as a participant. Therefore,
participants must be motivated and competent to let their ideas and skills determine their
capabilities, which could portray the good image of their countries.

The IYEX programs are an example of a PYD-based program that aims to empower
Malaysian youths in building networks with youths from foreign countries and exposing them
to global-class knowledge and skills. Therefore, the combination of the strength and
competencies of youth and the ecosystem or context of the program itself could lead to
positive development among youth.

Positive Youth Development (PYD) through the International Youth Exchange (IYEX)
Programs

Large numbers of people are allowed to travel to different parts of the world each year. Youth
develop new skills, form lasting connections, and gain a fresh perspective of themselves and
the people around them through short and long-term exchanges that promote cultural
understanding and acceptance. IYEX programs or international education mobility programs
are possible to develop young people for a better youth. It is because of the commitment,
leadership, and passion towards the programs and youth engagement during the programs
that make this program unique.
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There are previous studies that mentioned the positive outcomes of international
education mobility. According to Tangen et al. (2017), pre-service teachers who participated
in the short-term mobility program said that, despite challenges, their thinking style had
changed. They are not just thinking outside the box but also in terms of the big picture. It
depicts how successfully the program's sharing of ideas, cultures, and perspectives went.
Besides that, the study abroad experience positively impacts global citizenship and self-
development (Gabowski et al., 2017). It is because each participant approaches their study
abroad experience in a unique way. Some individuals become more involved in student or
community activities.

Likewise, the IYEX programs also gained some positive feedback based on previous
studies. Findings from a study about youth exchange programs in SCO countries and their
integrative potential indicated that exchange programs could develop educational and socio-
cultural competencies (for example, practising foreign language and ethnocultural
competence) (Maximova et al., 2018). Another well-known exchange program is organised by
Rotary Clubs, which has over 100 countries participating. Participants improved on some
skills, according to the Rotary Exchange annual report. Participants also noted that they were
given a significant speaking position during the program, which improved their
communication and idea-sharing abilities. Furthermore, participants stay with host families
who guide, teach, and impact the lives of the exchange students (Rotary Clubs, 2018). These
experiences provide a lesson that can last a lifetime.

As discussed in the literature, this paper focuses on IYEX programs under the purview
of the Ministry of Youth and Sports. IYEX programs are based on the PYD approach in which
the participants are youths who succeed in the selection conducted by the Ministry. In other
words, youth who participate in IYEX programs are representatives who are qualified to
represent Malaysia. It also means that youth are competent enough and acquire talent that
can be resources in the programs. In the programs, participating youth must consistently
engage in a variety of activities. For example, youth involvement in courtesy calls on head of
state/ country and join interactions with local youths, homestay in the countries they visited.
They are also engaged in various activities such as discussions on everyday issues, cultural
presentations, and volunteer activities. These activities are certainly promoting mutual
understanding among them and gaining a lot of valuable experiences to grow as leaders with
broad perspectives. Furthermore, using the knowledge and experiences during the program,
the participating youth design post-program activity including social contribution activities.

The nature of IYEX programs defines the supportive and empowered environments
where the activities provide a diversity of skill-building and horizon-widening opportunities
(Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). For example, in discussion activities, participants engage with
facilitators and other foreign participants. Besides improving youth's skills in exchanging
views with other participants, discussion activities also enhance youth's ability to present
their ideas in public through free-flowing and active exchange of opinions. In other words, as
aspiring future leaders, youth must acquire knowledge and manage to discuss the topic with
other participants.
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Another aspect of the IYEX program is that participants need to plan and execute
voluntary activities and seminars. These activities suit the theme from youth to youth which
participants must organise activities for other participants interested in joining them. In this
part, participants are challenged in planning activities and lead the process to manage and
implement the activities. Participants must be creative to plan for interactive activities so that
other participants would benefit from them. It involves decision making and practical
communication skills as some youth must be a leader to delegate tasks to the committee.
Youth also need to manage the activities with the program administrator to book and arrange
slots and perhaps some equipment. At this stage, youth need to be multi-skills and actively
communicate with other persons. Lerner (2004), in his study, pointed out that programs that
incorporate positive and consistent adult-youth contacts, skill-building activities, and
opportunities for leadership participation in community-based activities are the most likely
to develop 5Cs (Lerner, 2004). Moreover, Lerner and his colleagues established 5Cs as five
crucial markers of PYD, which stood for Competence, Confidence, Connection, Character, and
Caring (Lerner et al., 2005). The reinforcement of 5Cs is directly affected by developing the
two fundamental components of positive youth development: individual assets and
ecological assets (Lerner et al., 2013).

Two main assets need to be developed first, namely, individual assets and ecological
assets that lead to the formation of 5Cs (Lerner et al., 2005; Lerner et al., 2010; Agans et al.,
2013). In terms of participation in international exchange programs, the participating youth
have passed several stages of assessment that determine them as eligible participating youth
who possess adequate knowledge, skills, and other competencies. These individual assets are
the strengths in youth that encompass the cognitive, emotional, and behavioural strengths.
Benson et al (2007) further explained that individual assets in PYD are youth's skills,
competencies, and values that can be developed through a dedication to learning, values,
social intelligence, and sound identity.

The ecological assets are accessed for youth to acquire life skills, build and maintain
relationships (Agans et al., 2013). As for the international exchange programs, ecological
assets refer to the environment of the programs themselves. In other words, ecological assets
are the nature of the programs, which provides diverse skill-building and horizon-widening
opportunities among participating youth. Furthermore, ecological assets play an important
role as a complement to individual assets, whereby the combination of both makes the
participating youth as individuals who developed positively. That can increase participating
youths' 5Cs through the relationship between individuals and context (Lerner et al., 2013).

Besides that, the IYEX programs also enable youth to achieve the 6th C - contribution.
It can happen through the Post-Program Activities (PPA) that are compulsory to be fulfilled
after return to their respective countries. PPA is one of the activities in the international
exchange programs. It requires participating youth to plan dan execute specific projects in
home countries which would benefit the communities. It implies that these activities can
cultivate the nature of serving back to the community among the participating youth and
directly affect the positive contribution to self, family, and community (Lerner et al., 2010).
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Conclusion

The PYD has a wide range of interpretations. It is a part of the field of adolescence that is
inclusive and active. There is not a "one-size-fits-all" solution. The current study reveals that
there are many areas in IYEX programs that contribute to PYD. The study also demonstrates
the value of taking a strengths-based approach to adolescent development while working
with diverse youth and determining the individual and ecological assets related to PYD in
various areas. In other words, everyone's strengths will likely be very different, and it may
take some effort to figure out what those are. Whatever their strengths and context, the goal
is to identify, leverage, and enhance those strengths accordingly to achieve the 5Cs of PYD.
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