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A narrative systematic review of life skills education: 
effectiveness, research gaps and priorities

Aishath Nasheedaa  , Haslinda Binti Abdullaha  , Steven Eric Kraussb   and Nobaya 
Binti Ahmeda 
aFaculty of Human Ecology, University Putra Malaysia, Serdang, Malaysia; bFaculty of Educational Studies, University 
Putra Malaysia, Serdang, Malaysia

ABSTRACT
A systematic review was conducted to investigate the literature on 
effectiveness of life skills programs. The aim of this review was to gain a 
comprehensive understanding on the effectiveness of life skills education 
globally, and to identify research gaps and priorities. Findings revealed 
differences in life skills education within developing countries and developed 
countries. In general, developed countries conduct more systematic life skills 
education programs promoting positive behavior, with research articulating 
outcomes on individual youth. In contrast, the majority of developing 
countries’ life skills programs lack systematic implementation, evaluation 
and monitoring. Programs are often conducted to yield short term results 
only. This review will be useful to administrators, policy makers, researchers 
and teachers to implement effective life skills programs. The findings can 
be used as inputs for developing sustainable life skills programs to ensure 
transfer of knowledge and skills.

Introduction

Adolescents who face personal, cognitive and social skills deficits are prone to drug use, bullying, vio-
lence, STIs, HIV, AIDS, malnutrition and other socio- economic and environmental challenges. Specific 
emotional, cognitive, behavioural and resilience skills play a vital part in ensuring an adolescent’s per-
sonal and social success (Langford & Badeau, 2015; McWhirter, McWhirter, McWhirter, & McWhirter, 2007; 
WHO, 1993). Likewise, psychosocial skills allows individuals to recognize, interact, influence and relate to 
others in different environments. Children and adolescents with psychosocial skills have positive mental 
health and wellbeing (Savoji & Ganji, 2013; WHO, 1993). Additional skills, such as emotional, cognitive, 
behavioral and resilience development in adolescents will help them navigate their psychological push 
backs for high risk behaviour and negative mental wellbeing (WHO, 2016). Life skills has been identified 
as an essential resource for developing psychosocial, emotional, cognitive, behavioral and resilience 
skills to negotiate every day challenges and productive involvement in the community (Desai, 2010; 
Galagali, 2011). These skills are known to be key contributors to negotiating and mediating challenges 
that young people face in becoming productive citizens (Prajapati, Sharma, & Sharma, 2017; Savoji & 
Ganji, 2013; WHO, 1993).
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There is a growing demand to educate adolescents with life skills to help them deal with their day 
to day life challenges and transition into adulthood with informed healthy choices. Demonstrating its 
effectiveness, significance and value, life skills has become a major part of many intervention programs 
around the globe, particularly those aimed at the prevention of alcohol abuse, drugs and smoking 
(Botvin & Kantor, 2000; Huang, Chien, Cheng, & Guo, 2012; Mandel, Bialous, & Glantz, 2006). Additionally, 
life skills programs have been implemented in the context of multiple programmatic settings such as 
sports, at-risk behaviour, and sexual and reproductive health programs (Jones & Lavallee, 2009).

Although life skills programs have proliferated around the world little is known about the efficacy and 
effectiveness of these programs on individual behaviour and attitude. The skills developed through life 
skills are micro behaviours and their acquisition is rarely assessed (UNICEF, 2012). Most research (Botvin 
& Kantor, 2000; Huang et al., 2012; Mandel et al., 2006) on life skills focuses on program effectiveness 
rather than the learners’ experiences both in and following their time with the program. Therefore, 
determining acquisition of knowledge, skill and attitude change as a result of life skills program is 
essential to identify how life skills programs are designed to ensure attainment of program content and 
knowledge. While there are a number of studies (Giannotta & Weichold, 2016; Weichold & Blumenthal, 
2016; Weichold, Tomasik, Silbereisen, & Spaeth, 2016; Wenzel, Weichold, & Silbereisen, 2009) identifying 
the effectiveness of life skills programs, further research is required to identify what and how life skills 
effectiveness is determined. As such there is a need to review the literature systematically, in order to 
synthesize the available research on the effectiveness of life skills education with an eye toward advanc-
ing our understanding of what and how life skills effectiveness is determined and to identify research 
gaps and priorities for moving forward. Therefore, this paper examines the published literature on the 
effectiveness of life skills programs conducted with adolescents 10 to 19 years old.

What is life skills education?

The goal of life skills education is to equip individuals with appropriate knowledge on risk taking 
behaviours and develop skills such as communication, assertiveness, self-awareness, decision-making, 
problem solving, critical and creative thinking to protect them from abuse and exploitation (UNICEF, 
2015; WHO, 1993). Life skills programs are conducted with a focus on specific life skills, depending 
on the setting. For example, in countries like the United States, United Kingdom, Germany, Greece, 
and Mexico special life skills education programs are designed to promote positive refusal skills and 
effective decision-making around smoking, alcohol, drug abuse, HIV, AIDS, contraception, perception 
about sexual activities and condom use (Botvin, Griffin, Diaz, & Ifill-Williams, 2001; Campbell-Heider, 
Tuttle, & Knapp, 2009; Givaudan, Leenen, Van De Vijver, Poortinga, & Pick, 2008; MacKillop, Ryabchenko, 
& Lisman, 2006; Martin, Nelson, & Lynch, 2013; Menrath et al., 2012).

In contrast, developing countries such as India, Sri Lanka, Maldives, Bangladesh, Thailand, Mynamar 
and Nepal incorporate life skills concepts into their curriculum at different grade levels (WHO, 2001). 
These life skills programs are designed and conducted in sequential order by component, with an 
emphasis on everyday skills such as communication, which is a basic level skill. Application of skills 
related to health and social issues such as gender roles are considered as intermediate level skills. 
Further, the advanced level application of life skills such as those in relation to risk behaviours (e.g. 
drugs and smoking) are taught last (WHO, 1993). Likewise, countries in the Asia and Pacific Regions, 
for instance, combine life skills into comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) programs to reduce risk 
behaviour and improve the health and well-being of young people (UNFPA, 2015).

Consequently, life skills takes on a contemporary approach to teach health and other social issues 
(WHO, 2001), which are delivered in multiple ways. For instance, Life Skills Education (LSE) as proposed 
by the World Health organization, is an educational intervention that is designed to address life skills 
focus areas with needs- and outcome-based participatory learning (UNICEF, 2003, 2015). The main goal 
of LSE is to develop positive and adaptive behaviour by supporting individuals to practice and cultivate 
psychosocial skills that can reduce risk and capitalize on constructive behaviour (Munsi, Guha, Bengal, 
& Bengal, 2014; Prajina, 2014). The life skills education approach contours on how young people learn 
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from their own experiences and from the people around them (WHO, 1993). Drawing on Bandura’s 
social learning theory, skills are learnt through interaction, processing and structuring of experiences 
(Aparna & Raakhee, 2011; Prajapati et al., 2017). Therefore, life skills is designed to be taught through 
experiential learning such as role play, modelling and practice.

Life Skills Based Education (LSBE) is an approach used to address specific content to achieve a cer-
tain goal (UNICEF, 2003). For example, life skills-based HIV/AIDS education aims to impart knowledge 
about HIV and AIDS through holistic learning experiences aimed at developing not only knowledge and 
attitudes but also the skills needed for an individual to make informed decisions for positive behaviour 
change (UNICEF, 2012). LSBE is interchangeably used with skill-based health education and is often used 
to address a wide range of topics significant to children, adolescents, youth and adult development.

The main difference between LSE and LSBE is the approach. In LSBE, teaching methods and activities 
are used to help learners develop the necessary psychosocial skills to acquire knowledge and develop 
the right attitude for positive behaviour change. Additionally, LSBE enhances the value and importance 
of traditional subjects such as literacy and numeracy along with social issues such as HIV/AIDS, gender, 
peace and environment, equality and sustainable development. LSBE focuses on the development of 
critical thinking, analytical thinking and negotiation skills in managing information, knowledge and 
experiences in various areas of life (UNESCO, 2008).

One of the more recent approaches to teaching life skills is through infusion. Infusion integrates 
preventive objectives and activities into academic activities in such a way that the content and skills 
that the learners acquire are spread across different teachers (Smith et al., 2004). The fundamental 
objective of the infusion approach is to teach learners how to translate information and concepts 
they learn in school into their daily life. Thus, life skills contents are infused into the basic subjects of 
the school curriculum with an innovative delivery method (Smith et al., 2004). Unlike the LSE where 
content is delivered in number of sessions, the life skills infusion approach does not limit the content 
into number of sessions but rather assures that all components are distributed across subjects through 
diversification in delivery methods. Infusion has been shown to be effective in reducing smoking, 
binge drinking, and use of marijuana (Botvin & Kantor, 2000; Smith et al., 2004; Vicary et al., 2004) and 
as a result 145 countries have integrated life skills into their primary and secondary curricula (UNICEF, 
2012). However, for an infusion approach to be effective it needs to be designed well and delivered 
age appropriately (Konkel, 2016). Further, the infusion approach to teaching life skills is limited to the 
school setting as findings cannot yet be generalized to other settings (Bwayo, 2014; Konkel, 2016).

Examples of life skills programs

Life skills programs have been implemented via multiple focal areas such as sports settings, risky behav-
iours, and sexual and reproductive health (Jones & Lavallee, 2009). Nevertheless, all life skills programs 
aim to serve the same purpose, which is to help individuals overcome challenges and grow into healthy 
human beings. For example, the Positive Adolescents Life Skills (PALS) program is based on a cogni-
tive-behaviour skill building intervention that sets out to change behavior by improving social skills 
(Tuttle, Campbell-Heider, & David, 2006). The program consists of 25 cognitive behavioral skill building 
sessions that are divided into five units comprised of basic communication, network skills, cognitive 
skills, problem solving skills and assertiveness (Campbell-Heider et al., 2009). The PALS program has been 
found to be effective with teens in their everyday lives (Campbell-Heider et al., 2009; Tuttle et al., 2006).

IPSY (Information + Psychosocial Competence = Protection) is a universal school-based life skills 
program that aims to delay the onset and reduce consumption of alcohol and tobacco during adoles-
cence (Weichold, 2014; Wenzel et al., 2009). IPSY is a combination of intra- and interpersonal life skills, 
and substance reduction skills such as resistance skills, school bonding, knowledge and prevention of 
substance abuse (Weichold, 2014). Further, IPSY is considered an effective intervention against the use 
of tobacco and drugs among adolescents (Giannotta & Weichold, 2016; Weichold & Blumenthal, 2016; 
Weichold et al., 2016; Wenzel et al., 2009).
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Fit and Strong for Life, developed by Ahrens-Eipper et al. in 2002, is a well-established modular 
life skills program conducted for primary and secondary schools in Germany (Cina et al., 2011). Lions 
Quest, developed by Wilms and Wilms in 2004, aims to foster life skills and self-efficacy and include 
the prevention of substance abuse such as cigarettes, alcohol, and drug consumption as their primary 
objective (as cited in Menrath et al., 2012). Fit and Strong for Life covers topics such as communications 
skills, coping with stress and emotions, self-esteem, empathy, resistance skills, decision-making, critical 
thinking skills, and health education (Cina et al., 2011). This program is targeted to primary and second-
ary school children whereas Lions Quest is delivered to secondary school students with topics such as 
self-esteem, self-efficacy, coping with emotions, decision-making, and inter and intra relationships. Both 
programs have been found to be effective in reducing tobacco use but no effects have been found on 
the development of health-related behaviours, social competencies, self-efficacy or overall behavioural 
improvement (Cina et al., 2011; Eisen, Zellman, & Murray, 2003; Menrath et al., 2012).

Life Skills Training (LST), developed by Botvin, focuses on adolescent substance abuse behaviours. 
The main aim of the program is to provide alternatives to risky behaviours rather than just providing 
information about alcohol, drugs and smoking. Botvin’s Life Skills Training program is designed to teach 
adolescents the necessary skills needed to resist peer influences on the use of smoking, drinking and 
using drugs. Through skill building activities, adolescents develop self-esteem and self-confidence to 
effectively cope with stress and anxiety (Botvin, Dusenbury, Baker, James-Ortiz, & Kerner, 1990; Botvin 
& Griffin, 2004; Epstein, Griffin, & Botvin, 2000; Griffin & Botvin, 2014; Griffin, Botvin, Scheier, Epstein, & 
Doyle, 2002). Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) aims to reduce risky behaviour and improve 
health and wellbeing of young people (UNFPA, 2015). The contents of the CSE program include repro-
ductive health and puberty with opportunities to develop positive attitudes, values and build life skills 
such as inter and intrapersonal communication, decision-making, and assertive skills (UNFPA, 2015; 
UNICEF, 2010).

Review methodology

In order to address the review purpose, the following steps were taken: (1) identify inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria for article selection, (2) identify the relevant work (search strategy), (3) data extraction and 
quality appraisal of the selected studies, and (3) summary, synthesis and interpretation of the findings 
(Khan, Kunz, Kleijnen, & Antes, 2003; Ryan, 2010; Siddaway, 2014; Strech & Sofaer, 2012). For the purpose 
of the review, the target adolescent population was defined as 10–19 year olds.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

In selecting studies suitable for the review, the following selection inclusion and exclusion criteria were 
considered. Table 1 illustrates the criteria in detail.

Search strategy

A search for published and unpublished literature on life skills was conducted on four databases. 
Databases that were included in the search were Science Direct, Wiley, Springer and EBSCOhost. 
Furthermore, articles were searched on Google Scholar and Google. All available articles up to 2016 
were considered. However, filters were used for language (e.g.: English). For the search, key words such 
as life skills AND prevention AND adolescents or ‘life skills in high school AND prevention AND adoles-
cents’ or ‘coping skills AND prevention AND adolescents’ or ‘life skills AND behavior AND adolescents’ or 
‘social skills AND behavior AND adolescents’ or ‘adolescents AND community development’ were used. 
Search details of the databases are reported in Table 2. The search was conducted on 4000 articles on 
the Science Direct database, which resulted in 191 identifying with key terms. An examination of 120 
articles on Wiley resulted in an identification of 6 articles. Among the 1520 articles searched on the 
Springer database, 89 articles were identified. Out of 1281 articles searched in EBSCOhost, 162 articles 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENCE AND YOUTH  365



were found satisfactory. Additionally, Google Scholar and Google were also searched in case articles 
might have been missed from the other databases. Thus, having searched over 600 articles between 
Google Scholar and Google, 86 articles were identified to be screened.

All studies identified were further examined by a step-by-step screening process. Figure 1 depicts 
the flow chart of the different stages of the literature search adopted from the PRISMA flow diagram 
(Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, Altman, & Group, 2009). The initial step was evaluating the relevance of the 
identified articles based on the titles and abstracts. A total of 534 articles were screened for relevance, 
out of which 183 abstracts were excluded based on the relevance to review objectives. Among the 
remaining 351 records, 78 records were duplicates and omitted from the review, leaving 273 articles 
eligible for full text screening. The second step consisted of retrieving the full text articles and screening 
them for eligibility in the review. Of these, 248 articles were excluded based on the inclusion criteria. 
Among the excluded articles, most were omitted due to: (a) different sample population, (b) report of 
pilot test or investigation of life skills needs, (c) implementation of evaluation of a life skills program, 
(d) establishing relationship between life skills and adolescent issues such as academic achievement, 
and (e) summary of adolescent intervention programs. Based on the inclusion criteria, 25 articles – one 
qualitative study and 24 quantitative studies – were selected for the data synthesis.

Data extraction and quality assessment

Having identified the potential articles for the review, the next step was data extraction. According to 
Popay et al. (2006), the type of data to be extracted should be based on the review questions. If the 

Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion Exclusion
Research topic and scope of the research, is it relevant to the research 

question?
Research topic and scope not relevant to the research 

question
Concepts and definitions of terms are relevant to research questions. Concepts and definitions of terms are not relevant to 

the research questions
Key variables and measures are relevant to research questions Key variables and measures are not clear and there is 

no relevance to the research questions
Qualitative studies, quantitative studies, observations, case studies, 

experimental studies, action research, reports on status of the topic 
relevant to research questions, conceptual and theoretical frame-
works

Articles without any concrete research design, e.g. 
concept papers, proposals 

Studies on adolescents aged 10–19 years Studies adults, young children, teachers, organiza-
tions, business leaders, parents, couples

Articles published till 2016  

Table 2. Applied search details.

Databases searched Subheadings and key words used Articles searched Articles identified
Science Direct Life skills in high school AND prevention/adolescents 4000 191

Life skills in high school AND prevention
Adolescent community development AND programmes
Adolescent coping skills AND prevention

Wiley Community development AND behaviour AND adolescents 120 6
Springer Social Skills AND behaviour AND adolescent 1520 89

Life Skills AND Adolescents AND Prevention
Community development AND adolescents

EBSCOhost Life skills AND prevention/AND adolescents 1281 162
Coping Skills AND prevention AND adolescents
Life skills AND behavior AND adolescents
Social Skills AND behavior AND adolescent
Life skills AND prevention/AND adolescents

Google Scholars Life skills Education 300 19
Google Life skills 300 67
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review is addressing a question about ‘effectiveness’ of a particular intervention, then relevant infor-
mation to extract would include the sample population, the study design, where the study took place, 
the interventions and the outcomes.

Having abstracted data independently for each study, an assessment of the reviewed articles was 
carried out to determine the methodological quality of each article. To evaluate the quality of the 
selected studies, a checklist for assessing quality of qualitative studies (Kmet, Lee, & Cook, 2004) and 
the quality assessment tool for quantitative studies (National Collaborating Centre for Methods & Tools, 
2010) were used. The review had to address: selection bias, study design, confounders, blinding, data 
collection methods, and withdrawals and drop outs. Based on these component ratings seven articles 
were rated strong, eight articles were found to be of moderate quality and nine articles were found to 
be weak. Table 3 illustrates the data extraction and study quality of each article.

Results

The reviewed articles suggest that life skills education has been implemented in multiple settings such 
as sports, at-risk behaviors, and sexual and reproductive health programs (Jones & Lavallee, 2009). The 
main expected outcome from life skills education is to equip participants with appropriate knowledge 
and skills to protect them from abuse, exploitation and to help them refrain from risky and risk-taking 
behaviours (UNICEF, 2015). It is implicit that life skills have several common key components, which 
include behavioral, cognitive, psychosocial and interpersonal competencies that aid individuals to 

Records identified through databases 
search (n=448) 
Science Direct = 191 
Wiley =6 
Springer =89 
EBSCOhost =162

Records identified through other 
sources (n=86) 
Google Scholars =19 
Google = 67

Records identified (n=534) 

Records suitable for screening (n= 351) 

Full text articles excessed for 
eligibility (n =273) 

Full text Articles excluded, with reason (n 
=248) 
•Implementing programmes 
•Pilot test investigation LS needs 
•Summary of effective adolescent 
intervention programmes 
•Samples too young, too old, college 
students, coaches, parents and teachers 
•Needs assessments 
•Students perspective n LS needs 
•Investigating relationships between LS 
and other variables, eg: academic 
achievements 
•Skill training 
•Different sample groups from different 
countries 

Studies included in synthesis (n =25) 
Qualitative = 1 

Quantitative =24

Duplicate records (n= 78) 

Articles rejected after reading abstract  
(n= 183) 
Science Direct =43 
Wiley=4 
Springer=35 
EBSCOhost =89 
Google Scholars =6 
Google=6 

Figure 1. Flow chart of stages of literature search.
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cope with challenges, and develop and succeed in various settings. However, several studies report 
deficiencies in the transfer of skills as little emphasis was placed on acquiring skills through various 
approaches such as modelling, imitation and reinforcement (Botvin, 1998; Botvin & Kantor, 2000; James, 
Reddy, Ruiter, McCauley, & van den Borne, 2006; Kazemi, Momeni, & Abolghasemi, 2014; Maryam, 
Davoud, Zahra, & Somayeh, 2011).

Looking at the outcome measures, it was observed that the selected articles focus on a number of 
adolescent-related issues such as alcohol, tobacco, drug use, HIV/AIDS, exposure to sex, decision-mak-
ing, communication, assertiveness, aggression, self-efficacy, self-esteem, self-understanding, self-image, 
goal attainment and goal setting. The studies revealed that life skills tend to be effective in bringing 
about individual changes relevant to knowledge, skills and attitudes in risk areas as well as psychosocial 
skills (Botvin et al., 2001; Lillehoj, Trudeau, Spoth, & Wickrama, 2004; Menrath et al., 2012). Although 
these studies show promise, they were limited in their scope to a particular research design such as 
experimental, quasi-experimental or randomized control groups.

Subgroup analysis indicated that life skills education activities conducted around the world reflect 
the priorities and areas of concern of the respective countries. For example, the USA, Canada, UK, 
Germany and Greece have many well-planned, tailor-made life skills education programmes that aim 
to promote positive behaviours around smoking, alcohol, drug abuse, HIV, AIDS, contraception, percep-
tion about sexual activities and condom use through refusal skills, attitude change and personal goal 
setting (Botvin et al., 2001; Goudas, Dermitzaki, Leondari, & Danish, 2006; Goudas & Giannoudis, 2008; 
Holt, Tink, Mandigo, & Fox, 2008; Lillehoj et al., 2004; Menrath et al., 2012; O’Hearn & Gatz, 1999; Smith 
et al., 2004; Teyhan et al., 2016; Thompson, Auslander, & Alonzo, 2012; Tuttle et al., 2006; Vicary et al., 
2004; Weichold & Blumenthal, 2016; Wenzel et al., 2009). These programs address cognitive, affective, 
and behavioral competencies to develop self-efficacy, for positive social and personal behavior.

Similarly, life skills education programs are popular in developing countries such as India, South 
Africa, Cambodia, Iran and Mexico. However, programs conducted in these countries often empha-
size the development of communication skills, assertive skills, decision-making, building self-esteem, 
self-efficacy, reducing learning difficulties, decrease aggressive behavior, anger control, and changing 
attitudes towards engaging in sexual behavior (James et al., 2006; Jegannathan, Dahlblom, & Kullgren, 
2014; Maryam et al., 2011; Naseri & Babakhani, 2014; Parvathy & Pillai, 2015; Pick, Givaudan, Sirkin, & 
Ortega, 2007; Vatankhah, Daryabari, Ghadami, & KhanjanShoeibi, 2014; Yadav & Iqbal, 2009). Studies 
are limited to reporting on short term results through experimental methods with small samples sizes 
without any follow-up to fully ascertain the effectiveness of the respective programs (Jegannathan et 
al., 2014; Maryam et al., 2011). These findings signal a need for further research to further explore the 
effectiveness of the programs.

Research gaps and research priorities

Taken together, the identified articles deliver encouraging prospects for improving life skills education 
programs as several gaps such as how to transfer life skills into everyday life and priorities for reducing 
risk behaviors were identified (Jegannathan et al., 2014). Qualitative studies on life skills education were 
limited; only one qualitative study met the inclusion criteria of effectiveness of life skills experiences 
focusing on young people’s learning experiences (Holt et al., 2008). Many of the identified studies were 
based on assessment of life skills components rather than understanding what knowledge, skills and 
attitudes adolescents require in order for positive behavior change to occur. Hence, future research 
should be directed toward investigating how life skills program knowledge is translated into behavior 
and attitude change (O’Hearn & Gatz, 1999; Parvathy & Pillai, 2015; Pierce, Gould, & Camiré, 2017).

Second, fewer studies have been conducted in developing country contexts in comparison to those 
carried out in developed countries (Givaudan, Van de Vijver, Poortinga, Leenen, & Pick, 2007; Maryam 
et al., 2011). Successful life skills programs such as the Botvin Life Skills Training Programme have 
implemented cognitive, affective and behavioral platforms for intervention with the goal of influencing 
individual learning with ongoing support from the community (Botvin & Griffin, 2004). These programs 
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were highly structured with concise modules specifically prepared for addressing at-risk behaviors. In 
contrast, programs conducted in countries like India and Iran, such as the Life Skills Education Program, 
comprised a series of developmental sessions consisting of communication skills, assertiveness, anger 
management, decision-making, creative and critical thinking skills (Naseri & Babakhani, 2014; Parvathy 
& Pillai, 2015; Yadav & Iqbal, 2009). Many of these programs however, lacked rigorous planning, and 
were thus not implemented effectively (Holt et al., 2008; James et al., 2006; Jegannathan et al., 2014). 
For instance, researchers have suggested that life skills programs aimed at improving attitudes and 
knowledge on HIV/AIDS and condom use need to improve the time spent on the lessons, in addition 
to increasing the number of lessons carried out to address specific issues (James et al., 2006; Thompson 
et al., 2012). Furthermore, some content needs to be taught with more skill-based activities to ensure 
that skills are developed (James et al., 2006; Maryam et al., 2011; Thompson et al., 2012).

A variety of teaching methods need to be used to ensure participant involvement and internali-
zation of information. These contents in the life skills education programs need to be delivered with 
an emphasis on development of skills rather than delivering specific knowledge about safe sex and 
protection against HIV/AIDS alone. For example, James et al. (2006) stated that if the goal of life skills is 
to promote safer sex, then efficacy beliefs and skills related to condom use as well as proper commu-
nication skills on how to communicate with one’s partner on adopting safer sex should be included.

Studies reported that many life skills programs in developing countries focusing on promoting 
adaptive behaviors are structured as one-shot or short-term interventions rather than ongoing activi-
ties, and they lack emphasis on individual learning (Parvathy & Pillai, 2015; Teyhan et al., 2016; Tuttle et 
al., 2006). Scholars, however, have emphasized the need to implement sustainable life skills programs 
as a top priority (James et al., 2006; Jegannathan et al., 2014). Therefore, more attention is required in 
these contexts to develop programs that are ongoing and sustainable through systematic planning, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation in order to learn skills and attitude change (UNICEF, 2012).

While there is consensus that life skills education acts as a buffer for prevention of at-risk behaviors, 
the sustainability of effective life skills programs has been called into question (James et al., 2006; 
Lillehoj et al., 2004; Yadav & Iqbal, 2009). According to James et al. (2006) this could be due to a lack 
of programmatic structure, which tends to be common in developing country settings. Kazemi et al. 
(2014), Maryam et al. (2011), and Teyhan et al. (2016), suggest that program evaluation and follow up 
are equally important in sustainability. Therefore, systematic planning and implementation is critical for 
effective and sustainable programming (Holt et al., 2008). Gatekeepers, policy makers, administrators 
and teachers of life skills need to believe in the potential and value of the life skills programs and receive 
appropriate training (James et al., 2006; Jegannathan et al., 2014). Further, long term monitoring and 
evaluation reviews are required to gather empirical evidence on the effectiveness of programs (Tuttle et 
al., 2006). This includes participant feedback and discussion on each life skills topic in order to improve 
application of the skills taught (WHO, 2001).

Given the role of life skills as a strong catalyst for the development of positive behaviour, building life 
skills in the early years of life will help children navigate their social and emotional challenges such as 
coping with emotional pain, conflict, peer pressure and relationship issues. How life skill programs are 
structured and delivered can significantly impact long-term program quality, therefore, it is important 
to deliver programs systematically in order to have a lasting impact on the health and wellbeing of 
participants (Holt et al., 2008).

Conclusion and future directions

This review examined published literature on the effectiveness of life skills education programs for 
adolescents in developed and developing countries. Findings reveal great promise for life skills edu-
cation as a way to promote positive behaviour and to act as a buffer against risk-taking behaviors for 
adolescents in both developed and developing countries. The review revealed a number of quantitative 
studies examining life skills as an intervention program to effectively deal with adolescent issues such 
as self-esteem, decision-making, problem solving (Parvathy & Pillai, 2015), coping with stress, drug 
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abuse, alcohol abuse, violence, HIV and AIDS (Botvin et al., 2001; Thompson et al., 2012) in controlled 
environments. Qualitative studies on life skills education were limited. Minimal research attention has 
been directed towards adolescents’ transfer of life skills knowledge into their daily lives.

There is a need to understand adolescents’ learning experiences within life skills education and 
to identify which skills are most effective at times of difficulty. Hence, inquiry into how adolescents 
acquire knowledge and skills through life skills programs and subsequently adopt positive attitudes 
and behaviours as a result is not well documented. This should be considered as an essential research 
priority. More work is needed to ensure proper transfer of life skills to attain long term results.

Understanding how knowledge, skills and values learnt from life skills education facilitates healthy 
transition to adulthood will add merit to life skills education programs in diverse contexts. Examining 
adolescent experiences within the embedded culture of the individual is important to understand how 
individuals from different backgrounds construct life skill knowledge into reality. Therefore, more studies 
are needed that embed life skills education within specific social and cultural settings. Studies can be 
framed within the view of experiences, such as narratives from adolescents’ lives, analysis of multiple 
perspectives and specific social contexts that shape their life skills experiences. Such approaches can 
provide a more nuanced perspective on the reality of program effectiveness.
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