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Abstract
This introductory article describes this Special Issue entitled Prevention Science and Youth Conduct Problems: Develop-
ment, Prevention, and Treatment that is being offered in recognition of the research and scientific contributions of Dr. Robert 
J. McMahon. This Special Issue includes a collection of 15 original empirical research articles, systematic reviews, meta-
analyses, and theoretical pieces spanning three themes consistent with Dr. McMahon’s program of research: (1) risk and 
protective factors in the development and maintenance of youth conduct problems; (2) family based preventive and treatment 
interventions for youth conduct problems; and (3) multicomponent preventive and treatment interventions for youth conduct 
problems. Following these articles, this Special Issue contains two commentaries from experts in the fields of youth conduct 
problems and prevention science, as well as a reflection from Dr. McMahon. Our introduction provides a brief synopsis of 
each article contained in the Special Issue, identifying how these works reflect upon and were inspired by Dr. McMahon’s 
research legacy and how they advance understanding of conduct problems. We close this introduction with thoughts regard-
ing future research directions that will extend Dr. McMahon’s impressive impact on the field of youth conduct problems.
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Decades of research on the development and maintenance 
of youth conduct problems have documented a multitude of 
associated risk and protective factors (e.g., genetics, tem-
perament, prenatal development, parental and family charac-
teristics, peer relationships, and community exposures) that 
interact with each other in dynamic ways (Kimonis et al., 
2014; McMahon & Frick, 2005). What has also been estab-
lished is the need for comprehensive and personalized inter-
ventions in order to see clinically significant improvements 
in youth conduct problems as they manifest across develop-
ment (Frick, 2012; McMahon & Kotler, 2004). Three key 
avenues have been highlighted to enhance the effectiveness 

of preventive interventions targeting youth conduct prob-
lems: (1) identifying the most salient risk and protective 
factors that must be addressed in prevention and treatment; 
(2) incorporating the family system in prevention and treat-
ment efforts, targeting parenting skills and the parent–youth 
relationship; and (3) implementing multicomponent preven-
tion and treatment programs to address all relevant areas 
associated with youth conduct problems.

This Special Issue is being offered in honor of Dr. Robert 
J. McMahon’s research and scholarly contributions. After six 
decades as a scholar and contributor to the field of preven-
tion science, he retired in September 2023 from his posi-
tions as Professor within the Department of Psychology at 
Simon Fraser University, BC Leadership Chair in Proactive 
Approaches to Reducing Risk for Violence among Children 
and Youth, and Director of the Institute for the Reduction 
of Youth Violence. Dr. McMahon also served as the Editor-
in-Chief of Prevention Science from 2007 to 2013, building 
and maintaining a strong focus on quality scholarship at the 
intersection of prevention science and developmental psy-
chopathology. Throughout his career, Dr. McMahon’s sig-
nificant scientific contributions and impacts have focused 
largely on the three key areas identified above. His work 
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encompasses a “bench to bedside” approach by advancing 
the understanding of the many risk and protective factors for 
youth conduct problems and directly translating that knowl-
edge into actionable prevention and treatment approaches 
that target those problem behaviors. We know much more 
about how to intervene with youth conduct problems, and 
how to do so efficaciously and effectively, because of Dr. 
McMahon’s work.

In addition to his research productivity, Dr. McMahon has 
significantly influenced several generations of scholars who 
have furthered the science on the development, prevention, 
and treatment of child and adolescent conduct problems. 
Whether as a formal mentor to his students and supervi-
sees, or as an informal mentor to early career researchers and 
other colleagues, his meticulous and detail-oriented work 
has inspired others to drive the field toward a deeper under-
standing of developmental psychopathology more broadly, 
and youth conduct problems in particular. The impact of his 
theory-driven empirical work, as well as the wide mentor-
ship he has provided to so many, is reflected in the breadth 
and depth of the articles included in this Special Issue.

Content and Organization of the Special 
Issue

Prior to Dr. McMahon’s retirement, we issued an open call 
for original articles to appear in this Special Issue of Preven-
tion Science. We specifically chose this journal as an outlet 
for this Special Issue to recognize and honor Dr. McMahon’s 
leadership at the helm of Prevention Science—it seemed 
only fitting that papers that were inspired by and reflected 
upon his many scientific contributions appear in the journal 
that he led for so many years. Specifically, this call asked for 
submissions that addressed one of three themes related to his 
program of research: (1) risk and protective factors in the 
development and maintenance of youth conduct problems, 
(2) family based preventive interventions for youth conduct 
problems, and (3) multicomponent preventive interventions 
for youth conduct problems. Reflecting Dr. McMahon’s 
scholarly productivity in both basic and applied empirical 
work, we encouraged submissions that presented novel, 
innovative, and cutting-edge research within the fields of 
prevention and intervention science and developmental psy-
chopathology. What has resulted is a collection of 15 origi-
nal articles that engage the science and legacy of Dr. McMa-
hon’s work and highlight promising directions for future 
research in the field of youth conduct problems. Below, we 
provide a brief synopsis of each article that appears in the 
Special Issue, organized around the three themes related to 
Dr. McMahon’s program of research. We close this introduc-
tory article with reflections on future avenues for research on 

youth conduct problems, inspired by both his work and the 
scholarship contained within this Special Issue.

Theme One: Risk and Protective Factors 
in the Development and Maintenance 
of Youth Conduct Problems

Students and mentees of Dr. McMahon will readily acknowl-
edge that the main focus of his work, and the content of 
most scholarly conversations with him, falls within the area 
of youth externalizing psychopathology. He instilled in his 
students a deep understanding that in order to effectively pre-
vent and intervene with youth conduct problems, one must 
first understand the genesis of that behavior—specifically, 
the risk and protective factors that lead to the development 
and maintenance of those behavior problems. This work has 
identified important parent (e.g., parental monitoring, harsh 
and inconsistent discipline), child (e.g., depression, callous-
unemotional [CU] traits), and contextual (e.g., neighbor-
hoods, schools) factors that are significantly related to spe-
cific manifestations of conduct problems (see for example, 
Goulter et al., 2020; Racz et al., 2019; Zheng & McMahon, 
2022). While all of the articles within this Special Issue 
contain content relevant to understanding risk and protective 
factors for youth conduct problems, several of them have 
a direct focus on parenting and individual child/adolescent 
risk and protective factors.

Much of Dr. McMahon’s work regarding parenting 
illustrates the importance of (1) consistent and non-harsh 
discipline (e.g., Goulter et al., 2020; Pasalich et al., 2016; 
Zheng et al., 2017) and (2) developmentally appropriate 
parental monitoring (e.g., Dishion & McMahon, 1998; 
Pelham et al., 2024; Racz & McMahon, 2011) in order 
to effectively reduce child conduct problems and long-
term antisocial behavior. While there is now an abundance 
of empirical evidence establishing negative  parenting 
as a risk factor for youth conduct problems among par-
ent–child dyads in Western samples, what is lacking are 
broader examinations considering intergenerational and 
international perspectives. Two papers in this Special 
Issue directly address this limitation. Specifically, Fosco 
and colleagues (2024) tested an intergenerational cascade 
model (G1: generation 1 → G2: generation 2 → G3: gen-
eration 3) and found that G1 family climate in adolescence 
was negatively associated with G2 antisocial behavior in 
early adulthood; in turn, this antisocial behavior was nega-
tively associated with warm parenting and family cohesion 
and positively associated with family conflict and routines 
at G2 and G3. Additionally, Lansford and colleagues 
(2024) provide an international perspective on the devel-
opmental trajectories of a wide range of problem behav-
iors (i.e., conduct disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, 
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alcohol/drug use, cigarette smoking, sexual activity), iden-
tifying four classes: late starters, alcohol experimenters, 
mid-adolescent starters, and pervasive risk takers. Positive 
parenting generally demonstrated protective effects from 
being in the pervasive risk taker class, while psychologi-
cal control, parental monitoring/behavioral control, and 
autonomy granting posed risk for being in the pervasive 
risk takers class. The perspectives of these two papers are 
particularly important contributions to our understanding 
of how the associations between parenting and youth con-
duct problems stretch across generations and cultures.

Considering individual child risk factors for conduct 
problems, a significant portion of Dr. McMahon’s work 
has focused on CU traits. These traits are characterized as 
having a flat affect with restricted empathy and remorse 
and have been widely established as a strong correlate of 
youth conduct problems, leading to even greater antiso-
cial behavior into adulthood (McMahon et al., 2010). In 
this Special Issue, Kemp and colleagues (2024) found that 
youth with elevated CU traits showed deficient respon-
siveness to negative emotional stimuli and that the asso-
ciation between poor emotion recognition and high levels 
of conduct problems was particularly strong when youth 
displayed high levels of CU traits. These findings add to 
the accumulating literature regarding the important role 
that CU traits play in manifestations of conduct problems 
and further suggest that addressing difficulties with emo-
tion recognition, through emotion-coaching and other 
approaches, should be a key component of interventions 
for youth with elevated conduct problems and CU traits.

Dr. McMahon’s work on risk and protective factors for 
youth conduct problems also recognizes that a constella-
tion of factors interact to increase risk for behavior prob-
lems (e.g., Racz et al., 2019; Zheng et al., 2017). In this 
Special Issue, Zheng and colleagues (2024)  examined 
daily reciprocal associations between parenting behaviors 
(parental warmth, inconsistent discipline, and non-harsh 
discipline) and adolescent conduct problems and CU traits 
using a daily diary design. The authors found that both 
daily parental warmth and non-harsh discipline buffered 
against next-day adolescent CU traits, which was particu-
larly strong for adolescents experiencing more generally 
positive parenting; the reciprocal direction of this effect 
was also supported for parental warmth. Additionally, Bel-
lamy and colleagues (2024) identified associations between 
elevated levels of specific types of adolescent psychopathy 
(e.g., daring-impulsive traits) and lower parental monitor-
ing behaviors and knowledge, which were weaker at high 
levels of adolescent-reported arousal. These findings sug-
gest that understanding the interactions between various 
risk factors at multiple levels is essential for tailoring pre-
ventive interventions targeting youth conduct problems.

Theme Two: Family‑Based Preventive 
Interventions for Youth Conduct Problems

Some of Dr. McMahon’s earliest research advances 
occurred alongside his mentor Dr. Rex Forehand, as 
they developed, evaluated, and disseminated Helping 
the Noncompliant Child (HNC; Forehand & McMahon, 
1981; McMahon & Forehand, 2003), a social learning-
based parenting intervention designed to reduce coercive 
parent–child interactions, improve parenting skills, and 
decrease children’s problem behaviors. An adapted ver-
sion of this program also provides supplemental emo-
tion coaching to specifically target CU traits (Fainsilber 
Katz et al., 2025; McMahon et al., 2025). Various trials 
of HNC have demonstrated positive effects on outcomes 
10–14 years post-treatment (McMahon et al., 2011). In 
this Special Issue, Highlander and colleagues (2024) found 
that parents with higher levels of financial strain prior to 
participation in HNC reported diminished gains in inten-
sity and perception of child problem behavior at 6 months 
post-treatment, and a slower rate of change in perceptions 
of child problem behavior across treatment. These findings 
suggest that contextual risks may be particularly important 
moderators to consider when evaluating the effectiveness 
of family-based treatments for youth conduct problems.

In the broader literature, the Family Check-Up® (FCU) 
has also received extensive empirical support as a well-
established, evidence-based treatment of youth conduct 
problems. FCU is a strengths-based, individualized inter-
vention that aims to improve positive parenting skills 
and family management (Dishion & Kavanagh, 2003). 
In this Special Issue, Bennett and colleagues (2024) pre-
sent promising findings from the first effectiveness evalua-
tion of FCU for families of young children in Canada. Spe-
cifically, participants randomized to FCU reported lower 
child behavior problems at 12 months post-enrollment, 
relative to a comparison group self-referred to commu-
nity mental health agencies. Additionally, Suarez and col-
leagues (2024) utilized data from a well-characterized, 
multisite randomized controlled trial (RCT) of FCU and 
found that inhibitory control in late childhood, as reported 
by parents, mediated the effect of the intervention as 
delivered in early childhood on reductions in adolescent-
reported antisocial behavior. Importantly, this indirect 
effect was strongest for youth who resided in dangerous 
neighborhoods, affiliated with deviant peers, and reported 
low levels of parental knowledge and control, again high-
lighting important moderators of treatment effects.

Despite such promising results from RCTs and other 
effectiveness trials, it remains a significant challenge to 
engage families in treatment and ensure compliance with 
treatment sessions and goals, particularly for families 
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experiencing significant contextual risks and whose chil-
dren display clinically significant levels of conduct 
problems (Dishion et al., 2008). Reflecting on these dif-
ficulties, the future of family based treatments for youth 
conduct problems must innovate to effectively meet the 
needs of individual families. In this Special Issue, Storm-
shak and colleagues (2024) evaluated findings from two 
RCTs of the FCU Online (FCU-O), which is delivered 
to parents in brief format with supportive coaching that 
targets parenting skills, effortful control, and youth emo-
tional problems. Findings from these analyses identified 
improvements in effortful control and emotional problems 
as important mediators of the effect of the FCU-O treat-
ment on youth conduct problems at follow-up. Providing 
families with the opportunity to receive evidence-based 
treatments for youth conduct problems in a digital health 
format enhances accessibility and raises the potential for 
larger-scale implementation to reach youth and families 
who have difficulties accessing healthcare.

However, while recent technological advances have ena-
bled clinicians to deliver intervention content digitally, what 
is lacking are rigorous empirical evaluations of the effec-
tiveness of such approaches. To that end, in this Special 
Issue, Canário and colleagues (2024) present a meta-analysis 
of 27 RCTs of online parenting programs for improving chil-
dren’s emotional and behavioral problems, revealing mod-
erate effect sizes of these programs on reductions in child 
emotional and behavior problems and parents’ ineffective 
parenting behaviors and mental health problems. Several 
specific components of these online parenting programs 
were found to be particularly effective for targeting child 
emotional problems, including adoption of a learning theory 
perspective (e.g., positive reinforcement, non-violent disci-
pline), a focus on parental self-care (e.g., stress reduction, 
problem solving), and utilization of “parents as therapists” 
approaches (e.g., parents actively teaching their children 
emotion regulation skills). Further reflecting on the impor-
tance of designing and implementing programs that meet 
the needs and preferences of families, Turner and Sanders 
(2024) highlight a systems-contextual approach to improve 
the reach of evidence-based parenting support. This theo-
retical piece proposes important considerations for future 
research studies that aim to effectively scale-up and dissemi-
nate established evidence-based interventions for families of 
youth with conduct problems.

Theme Three: Multicomponent Preventive 
Interventions for Youth Conduct Problems

As one of the founding principal investigators for the Fast 
Track project, Dr. McMahon’s research legacy includes a 
consistent focus on using what is known about risk and 

protective factors for youth conduct problems to develop, 
test, and disseminate multicomponent prevention inter-
ventions targeting these problem behaviors. The Fast 
Track project is a longitudinal, multisite RCT aimed at 
preventing serious conduct problems (Conduct Problems 
Prevention Research Group, 2020). Fast Track comprises 
both high-risk and normative samples with half of the 
high-risk sample receiving a multicomponent interven-
tion in grades 1–10, including parent management training 
(adapted primarily from HNC), child social and academic 
skills training, and a universal classroom program. Previ-
ous Fast Track trials have demonstrated positive interven-
tion effects through age 25 (Dodge et al., 2015). In this 
Special Issue, McCabe and colleagues (2024) expanded 
these findings to age 31, showing that participation in the 
Fast Track intervention improved interpersonal skills in 
childhood, which in turn led to fewer externalizing, inter-
nalizing, and substance use problems; reduced criminal-
ity and number of sexual partners; and increased general 
health and full-time employment. These findings reveal 
important mechanistic pathways and suggest when and 
why the intervention was most effective.

A strength of multicomponent programs like the Fast 
Track project is their ability to address multiple risk factors 
simultaneously and across multiple settings to maximize 
generalizability of intervention gains. Interventions deliv-
ered in school settings can therefore be particularly effective, 
as they can target both interpersonal difficulties with peers as 
well as academic and other school-related challenges (e.g., 
poor school connectedness, negative teacher–student rela-
tionships). In this Special Issue, Heilman and colleagues 
(2025) identified important moderators of treatment effects 
from Coping Power, a school-based intervention for children 
aged 9–11 at risk for aggression. Specifically, as compared to 
group-delivered Coping Power, individually delivered Cop-
ing Power was more effective in reducing reactive aggres-
sion among youth with high levels of peer-rated acceptance 
but was less effective in reducing proactive aggression 
among those who underestimated their self-rated accept-
ance by their peers. Prinz and colleagues (2024) also pre-
sent findings from a multicomponent preventive intervention 
delivered in schools to 1st and 2nd grade children residing in 
economically disadvantaged neighborhoods. Boys who par-
ticipated in the intervention demonstrated better academic 
achievement in 3rd grade than those in the control group; 
however, these effects were not observed among girls or for 
behavioral or social adjustment outcomes, raising questions 
as to why these other outcomes were not affected by the 
intervention. Often, these questions can be answered with 
crucial “unpacking” studies to determine which aspects of a 
specific program are most effective (i.e., what are the “active 
ingredients?”) and how various program components work 
together to affect outcomes. Meta-analytic approaches are a 
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promising technique to identify important moderators and 
mechanisms of change for these preventive interventions.

To that end, in this Special Issue, Craig and colleagues 
(2025) report on a meta-analysis and narrative review of 
the Stop Now and Plan (SNAP) program, a multicompo-
nent preventive intervention targeting several hypothesized 
mechanisms underlying the development of conduct prob-
lems (e.g., emotion regulation, prosocial behaviors, par-
ent–child relationships). Meta-analytic findings indicated a 
moderate effect size for SNAP program effects on conduct 
problems, and a narrative review presented promising find-
ings regarding changes in the proposed mechanisms. Nota-
bly, the development and dissemination of SNAP has been 
facilitated by collaborative clinical–research partnerships 
and largely delivered in community mental health settings. 
Continued efforts to disseminate intervention trials, moving 
them out of academic settings and into communities, are key 
to Dr. McMahon’s research legacy of translating empirical 
evidence regarding youth conduct problems into effective 
prevention programming.

Conclusion: The Future of Prevention 
Science and Youth Conduct Problems

The influence of Dr. McMahon’s body of work on the field of 
youth conduct problems is astutely and prominently reflected 
in the collection of empirical articles included in this Special 
Issue. Additionally, the scholarship contained within this 
Special Issue highlights many promising advances and future 
directions for the fields of developmental psychopathology 
and prevention science. These articles answer crucial ques-
tions about the development and treatment of youth con-
duct problems from longitudinal (Bennett et al., 2024; Fosco 
et al., 2024; Heilman et al., 2025; Highlander et al. 2024; 
Lansford et al., 2024; McCabe et al., 2024; Prinz et al., 2024; 
Stormshak et al., 2024; Suarez et al., 2024, Zheng et al., 
2024), multi-informant (Bellamy et al., 2024; Kemp et al., 
2024; Prinz et al., 2024; Suarez et al., 2024), intergenera-
tional (Fosco et al., 2024), and international (Bennett et al., 
2024; Lansford et al., 2024; Zheng et al., 2024) perspectives. 
They utilize large-scale RCTs to examine intervention effec-
tiveness (Bennett et al., 2024; Heilman et al., 2025; McCabe 
et al., 2024; Suarez et al., 2024) and engage sophisticated 
modeling techniques to address important questions about 
how youth conduct problems manifest over time (e.g., Fosco 
et al., 2024; Lansford et al., 2024; Zheng et al., 2024). These 
articles encourage us to think about how to effectively inter-
vene with families from diverse backgrounds (McCabe et al., 
2024; Prinz et al., 2024; Suarez et al., 2024) and how to part-
ner with community stakeholders to effectively disseminate 
evidence-based preventive interventions (Craig et al., 2025; 
Turner & Sanders, 2024). They also challenge us to develop 

innovative methods to deliver intervention content in ways 
that are easily accessible to families (Canário et al., 2024; 
Stormshak et al., 2024) in order to effectively “move the 
needle” and produce clinically significant and meaningful 
change in youth conduct problems. In this way, the articles 
within this Special Issue engage Dr. McMahon’s scholarly 
contributions, to use what we know from empirical inves-
tigations to drive actual change in the lives of children and 
families.

This Special Issue concludes with two commentaries from 
experts in the fields of prevention science and youth conduct 
problems (Greenberg, in press; Tolan, in press), as well as a 
reflection piece from Dr. McMahon. These articles synthe-
size the impressive scholarship contained within this Special 
Issue and present important and thought-provoking directions 
for future research. Reflecting on Dr. McMahon’s program 
of research and the articles within this Special Issue, we also 
see three important directions for the field.

First, advances in quantitative methodologies and statis-
tical software capabilities allow researchers to investigate 
increasingly sophisticated and complex questions about 
youth conduct problems. Promising developments in longi-
tudinal modeling, including daily diary and other microscale 
timing approaches, can investigate short-term fluctuations in 
conduct problems to better understand their dynamic devel-
opment over time, beyond just group mean approaches and 
lag-1 longitudinal models (Zheng et al., 2024). Additional 
advances in dyadic data analysis, including actor–partner 
models, will also help address questions about how youth 
with conduct problems interact with important individuals 
in their lives (e.g., parents, siblings, peers, teachers; Li & 
Zheng, 2025). Further considering multimethod approaches 
(e.g., surveys, observational studies, laboratory designs) and 
different levels of analyses (e.g., biological perspectives) 
will also expand and improve our understanding and assess-
ment of youth conduct problems. Capitalizing on these inno-
vative research designs and statistical techniques will help 
push the science forward to address increasingly complex 
questions, better informing our understanding of how youth 
conduct problems develop over time and how to effectively 
intervene to interrupt their progression on multiple fronts.

Second, interventions for youth with conduct prob-
lems need to engage families more broadly, including 
utilizing telehealth and other digital health technolo-
gies, to effectively meet the needs of individual families 
and enhance accessibility to intervention options. This 
is particularly important for families that have difficul-
ties accessing intervention (e.g., due to location or other 
contextual or historical risk factors that impede inter-
vention engagement). Rigorous evaluations of digital 
health technologies and other innovations are needed to 
ensure that these intervention modalities are delivered 
ethically and with fidelity and efficacy. Additionally, 
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implementation studies and dissemination trials need to 
consider any cultural adaptations that are necessary to 
address the specific needs of the communities in which 
these services are delivered. Large-scale RCTs also need 
to be conducted in diverse settings, including interna-
tionally and in Majority World countries, to move the 
science beyond academic settings and efficacy trials and 
ensure effective and adequate implementation of inter-
vention programs across different populations globally. 
Attention to these issues is crucial to reduce any barriers 
to intervention options and ensure equitable access to 
intervention programming for those who need it the most.

Third, the field needs a much better understanding of 
which preventive interventions work, when, for whom, 
and why. Much of Dr. McMahon’s work, most notably 
through his role as a principal investigator on the Fast 
Track project, highlights the importance of developmen-
tally informed, sustained, multicomponent prevention pro-
gramming to impact clinically significant change in youth 
conduct problems. However, not all interventions work 
equally well for all families and for all youth with conduct 
problems. Studies that consider moderators and mediators 
of intervention effects are needed to better tailor interven-
tions to the individual needs of youth and families and 
identify the “active ingredients” of intervention programs 
(Lochman et al., 2019; McMahon et al., 2021). Within 
the shifting landscape of mental health and managed care, 
being able to directly identify the most pressing needs of 
youth, and then apply the most effective aspects of an 
intervention program to target that need, will optimize 
intervention outcomes and impact meaningful change on 
youth conduct problems as they manifest in real-world set-
tings. Inspired by Dr. McMahon’s research legacy, we see 
these as crucial directions for future investigations aimed 
at understanding how to effectively prevent and intervene 
on youth conduct problems, in order to interrupt the devel-
opmental progression of these behaviors over time.
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