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The contemporary Extension 4-H program is focused on positive youth 

development, providing experiences that increase the likelihood of enhanced 

wellbeing and optimal development for 4-H participants.  Despite the longevity, 

reach, and success of the 4-H program, however, with few notable exceptions, 

there has been relatively little attention paid to elucidating the underlying 

program theory and the actions that put the theory into motion.  As a result, no 

one model or framework guides the program uniformly across the 4-H system, 

resulting in numerous ways of describing and measuring the impact of the 4-H 

program on young people.  This paper proposes a 4-H program model that 

connects the 4-H program context to youth developmental outcomes through the 

mediating process of youth thriving.  The model is based on a synthesis of 

extensive research conducted in the field of youth development and elucidates the 

processes that facilitate developmental change in youth.  Implications for model 

use as well as professional development are considered. 
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Introduction 

 

Born as a program for rural American youth at the turn of the 20th century, 4-H is still going 

strong, with almost six million members participating in programs in almost every county in the 

United States.  Today, over half of youth in the 4-H program live in urban or suburban areas 

(National 4-H Council, 2015).  The contemporary 4-H program is focused on positive youth 

development, providing experiences that increase the likelihood of enhanced wellbeing and 

optimal development for 4-H participants.  Despite the longevity, reach, and success of the 4-H 

program, however, with few notable exceptions, there has been relatively little attention paid to 

elucidating the underlying program theory and the actions that put the theory into motion 

(Arnold, 2015).  As a result, no one model or framework guides the program uniformly across 

the 4-H system (Arnold & Silliman, 2017), resulting in numerous ways of describing and 

measuring the impacts of the 4-H program on young people.  In this paper I propose a new 

theoretical model for 4-H that connects the program context to youth developmental outcomes 

through the mediating process of youth thriving.  The model is based on a synthesis of extensive 
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research conducted in the field of youth development and elucidates the processes that facilitate 

developmental change in youth.  Implications for model use as well as professional development 

are considered. 

 

4-H as Positive Youth Development 

 

Although emphasizing the developmental needs of youth first arose in the 4-H program in the 

1940s (Rosenberg, 2016), the transition to focusing on positive youth development (PYD) 

happened as the field of developmental science, as an academic discipline distinct from 

developmental psychology, emerged in the early part of the 21st century (Lerner, Fisher, & 

Weinberg, 2000).  The applied developmental science perspective emphasizes personal 

wellbeing and maximum personal development, rather than merely adequate development 

characterized by a lack of problems (Benson & Scales, 2009).  Development is seen as 

ecological and dependent on the interaction of young people with the systems and contexts 

surrounding them.  Furthermore, the interaction between a young person and his or her contexts 

is bidirectional, and mutually beneficial (Lerner, 2006). 

 

As the PYD approach matured, scholars and practitioners alike worked to develop frameworks to 

describe, and thus ultimately measure, the necessary ingredients of PYD and the impact it has on 

youth.  Parallel efforts were seen within the 4-H program in the development of the Targeting 

Life Skills Model (Hendricks, 1996), The Fourfold Youth Development Model (Barkman, 

Machtmes, Myers, Horton, & Hutchison, 1999), and the Essential Elements of 4-H Youth 

Development (Kress, 2005).  These frameworks serve primarily as descriptions of the 4-H 

program, rather than being systematically applied across the national 4-H program to describe, 

measure, and understand the process of PYD within the 4-H program (Arnold & Silliman, 2017).  

While most 4-H professionals would likely report at least some familiarity with these models, it 

is questionable that very many have a clear understanding of the science behind the framework 

or the related implications for program development, implementation, and evaluation. 

 

With support from National 4-H Council and the Altria Corporation, the first national, 

longitudinal study of the 4-H program was launched in 2002, led by Richard Lerner and his 

colleagues at Tufts University (Lerner & Lerner, 2013).  The results of this study, which came 

after eight waves of data collection, provided the first rigorously-tested framework to describe 

the 4-H program.  The resultant model proposed that youth participation in 4-H experiences that 

offer meaningful leadership opportunities, with positive and sustained relationships between 

youth and adults, and activities that build critical life skills, leads to developmental outcomes that 

are marked by the five “Cs” of youth development: Caring, Character, Connection, Confidence, 

and Competence.  These five Cs lead to an important sixth “C,” Contribution, a critical outcome 

of PYD programs (Lerner, Dowling, & Anderson, 2003). 
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One of the key strengths of the 5C model is that it was developed and tested on a large, diverse 

sample of youth that included youth who were in 4-H as well as youth who were not, and the 

results showed that “4-H youth excel beyond their peers” (Lerner & Lerner, 2013, p. i).  The 

results of the 4-H Study of Positive Youth Development (Lerner & Lerner, 2013) are published on 

the National 4-H Council website, and at least casually, it appears that the 5C model is how 4-H 

is described by 4-H professionals in the field (e.g., Bottomley, 2013; Jones, 2005). 

 

Despite the extensive research and dissemination of the 4-H study in top academic journals, and 

despite the fact that the 5C model is the prominent way of operationalizing PYD in the scholarly 

literature on youth development, there has been little translation of the results into on-the-ground 

practice, nor integration of the model into professional development resources and opportunities 

for 4-H professionals.  As noted by Heck and Subramanian (2009), the 5C model lacks 

specificity of youth program elements and activities that lead to outcomes.  As such, there is little 

detail of what exactly needs to happen in 4-H youth programming to promote the 5Cs beyond the 

three general categories of leadership, adult relationships, and skill building.  In addition, 

although the model emphasizes relational developmental systems (Brandstadter, 1998) and 

underscores the principal interactions of youth and their contexts as critical for PYD, it does not 

provide enough information on how these processes take place.  Extensive research on the 5C 

model and its usefulness in describing PYD notwithstanding, its utility is underrealized with 

point-of service 4-H professionals, as well as specialists, who may describe 4-H in terms of the 

model but are left without a complete understanding of how to use it to develop, implement, and 

improve 4-H programming to promote PYD. 

 

A second difficulty with the 5C model, also noted by Heck and Subramanian (2009), is that the 

measurement of model elements is complex and the required statistical analysis is complicated 

and advanced, which limits the utility of the measures that determined the model’s structure for 

practical program evaluation based on the model.  Although others have attempted to develop 

instruments to measure PYD using the 5C structure (e.g., Arnold, Nott, & Meinhold, 2012), the 

ability to measure PYD in terms of the 5Cs is secondary to the general lack understanding of 

how to create and implement programs with fidelity to the 5C model in the first place. 

 

In an effort to address these concerns and to further the conversation of the impacts of the 4-H 

program on youth, I propose an alternative model for 4-H.  The proposed model highlights 4-H 

programming as a developmental context (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2016) and incorporates the 

indicators of youth thriving proposed by Search Institute (2014a) as mediators of the program 

experience and developmental outcomes.  The construct of youth thriving is interwoven with 

much of the literature on positive youth development, including the 5C model (Benson & Scales, 

2009, 2011; Lerner, Lerner, von Eye, Bowers, & Lewin-Bizan, 2011).  In this regard, the 

proposed thriving model is not a departure from the 5Cs so much as an articulation of the 

processes through which developmental outcomes are achieved.  The paper explores the 
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connection between the developmental contexts of youth programs (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 

2016), indicators of adolescent thriving (Search Institute, 2014a), and PYD outcomes.  

Specifically, I propose a potential mediating effect of thriving on youth development outcomes, 

resulting in a model that connects the developmental context of 4-H with its intended outcomes, 

which has important implications for professional development (Arnold, 2015; Arnold & Cater, 

2016) as well as program planning, implementation, and evaluation (Arnold, Braverman, & 

Cater, 2016; Lerner, 2016; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2016). 

 

4-H Programs as Developmental Contexts 

 

4-H has engaged young people in learning and growing for over a century.  In its early years,    

4-H consisted of agriculturally-based boys “corn clubs” and girls “canning clubs” that were 

developed to teach modern agricultural and homemaking techniques to young people 

(Rosenberg, 2016) with the goal of encouraging their parents to adopt the same techniques 

(Wessel & Wessel, 1982).  By the mid-nineteenth century, 4-H had evolved to emphasize 

citizenship and health, largely in response to World War II (Rosenberg, 2016).  Today, 4-H 

reaches youth in both rural and urban communities with a wide array of opportunities for 

learning, leadership, citizenship, and growth.  In addition, 4-H has expanded to the U.S. 

territories and internationally, most notably in Europe, Asia, and Africa.  Despite these changes 

over time, the heart of 4-H has consisted of two essential features: (1) youth engagement in 4-H 

projects that are organized around youth interests, and (2) the presence of adult volunteer leaders 

and professional 4-H professionals who support youth learning and growth. 

 

Recently, Roth and Brooks-Gunn (2016) proposed that the next critical step for the PYD field is 

to focus on advancing the theory and understanding of how program settings provide 

developmental contexts for youth.  Developmental contexts lie at the heart of adaptive 

developmental relations theory (Lerner, 2016), yet despite the critical role they play in promoting 

youth development, program settings and how they enact the program’s theory of action have 

received relatively little attention (Arnold, 2015; Arnold & Cater, 2016).  Youth programs, like 

4-H, have the potential to provide a supportive context for thriving.  However, as noted by Roth 

and Brooks-Gunn (2003), not all youth programs provide a high quality developmental context, 

and high quality programs are the ones that have the greatest impact on thriving (Lerner et al., 

2003).  Increasing focus has been placed on youth program quality in recent years since various 

indicators of high quality programs have been identified (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & 

Hawkins, 2004; Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Smith et al., 2012).  Others propose that attention to 

program quality should be a key component of professional development for point-of-service 

staff because they are the ones who have direct control over what happens in a program setting 

(Arnold & Cater, 2016; Arnold et al., 2016).  Several ingredients make up a high-quality youth 

development program, including the facilitation of youth sparks (Benson & Scales, 2009), the 

presence of developmental relationships (Li & Julian, 2012; Search Institute 2014b), program 
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quality standards, and sufficient youth engagement with the program (Chaput, Little, & Weiss, 

2004).   

 

Sparks 

 

Youth sparks are an essential ingredient of thriving.  A spark is defined as a “passion for a self-

identified interest or skill, or a capacity that metaphorically lights a fire in an adolescent’s life, 

providing energy, joy, purpose, and direction” (Scales, Benson, & Roehlkepartain, 2011, p. 264).  

Having a spark gives a young person a sense of direction and encourages goal setting (Benson & 

Scales, 2011).  According to Benson and Scales (2009), a spark is different from a mere leisure 

activity in that (1) sparks create actions that not only contribute to the benefit of the young 

person but also the larger society; (2) sparks provide the intrinsic fuel for a young person’s 

growth in knowledge and skill; and (3) sparks enhance a young person’s networks as he or she 

encounters others with similar sparks, as well as adults with expertise who can facilitate learning 

and opportunities for engagement.  Furthermore, sparks appear to be a protective factor for 

young people, keeping them out of trouble because of the young person’s intense focus on the 

source of their spark, and motivating them to succeed in other areas of their lives, such as 

personal, social and academic (Benson & Scales, 2011). 

 

In a preliminary study of the concept of sparks (King et al., 2005), youth reported that any young 

person has the potential to have a spark, and it is a matter of helping young people find and 

pursue sparks.  Furthermore, in some cases, it is a matter of helping youth recognize their spark 

when the spark has already found that young person!  In this way, identifying and nurturing a 

youth spark is akin to facilitating identity formation, one of the critical and enduring tasks of 

adolescent development (Arnold, 2017; Cote, 2009, 2011; Erikson, 1950; Xing, Chico, 

Lambouths, Brittian, & Schwartz, 2015). 

 

Because of its emphasis on learning that is driven by a young person’s interest, 4-H programs 

provide a rich context for youth to identify, explore, and sustain their personal interests, often 

resulting in the development of a young person’s spark.  Such nourishing developmental contexts 

are key for facilitating youth sparks (Benson & Scales, 2009).  When sparks are encompassed by 

positive contexts, youth are empowered to develop their sparks and to use them to enhance a 

common good (Scales et al., 2011).  Such contexts provide supportive opportunities for youth to 

grow and provide encouragement to youth to overcome obstacles.   

 

Developmental Relationships 

 

The second important aspect of a developmental context to support youth development is the 

presence of developmental relationships with adults (Bowers, Johnson, Warren, Tirrell, & 

Lerner, 2015; Li & Julian, 2012; Roehlkepartain et al., 2017; Scales et al., 2011; Search Institute, 
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2014b).  Developmental relationships are found across youth ecologies, including with parents, 

other youth, and close adults.  In the context of youth programs, developmental relationships 

consist of several important qualities (Bowers et al., 2015; Li & Julian, 2012).  The first quality 

is a secure attachment between the young person and adult, reflected in mutual warmth, respect, 

and trust.  Second, the relationship is bidirectional, with the youth and adult engaging together, 

with each gaining from the relationship.  Third, developmental relationships increase in 

complexity over time.  As youth develop, their needs within the relationship will likewise change 

to reflect the increasing complexity of their ecologies and the skills needed to navigate them.  

Finally, healthy developmental relationships shift power over time.  Developmental relationships 

with younger youth are typically highly adult driven and determined; youth-adult relationships 

across the adolescent years, however, reflect the youth’s increasing competence, personal 

autonomy, decision making, and identity formation.  As youth grow, an effective program 

reflects these developmental changes through developmentally appropriate activities and 

relationships with adults (Jones & Deutsch, 2012).   

 

Roehlkepartain et al. (2017) identified five dimensions of developmental relationships: (1) 

expressing care through listening, warmth, and dependability; (2) challenging growth by holding 

youth accountable, expecting them to do their best, and helping them reflect on failures; (3) 

providing support by empowering and advocating for youth as well as helping them navigate 

situations and systems, and setting appropriate boundaries; (4) sharing power through inclusion, 

respect, and collaboration; and (5) expanding possibilities by exposing youth to new ideas and 

opportunities and connecting them to others who can help them reach their goals. 

 

4-H relies on trained volunteers, working side by side with professional 4-H educators to 

implement youth development programs, and there is evidence that the relational quality 

between the 4-H leader and youth is connected to 4-H life skill development (Radhakrishna & 

Ewing, 2011).  Because 4-H programs are often led by volunteers, adult volunteers are most 

likely to be the adult with whom a youth experiences a developmental relationship.  While 4-H 

volunteers are typically trained in the basics of youth development, 4-H club and risk 

management, as well as organizational rules and policies (Culp, McKee, & Nestor, 2007), little 

focus is placed directly on the important qualities of developmental relationships with youth.  As 

such, the developmental quality of a volunteer’s interactions with youth is likely more a function 

of the volunteer’s experience and nurturing intuition than the result of intentional training on 

developmental relationships and how to create and maintain them with youth.   

 

Youth Program Quality Standards 

 

The elements that make up a high quality youth development program have been consistently 

considered by researchers since the PYD field gained momentum in the 1990s.  Leading the way 

was Roth, Brooks-Gunn, Murray, and Foster (1998) through an analysis and synthesis of youth 
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development program evaluations published to date.  This initial work was followed up by Roth 

and Brooks-Gunn’s (2003) identification of three qualities that define a positive youth 

development program.  These qualities include the program having a goal of promoting positive 

youth development; a positive program atmosphere that fosters hope and facilitates youth 

agency; and activities that allow youth to explore their interests, build skills, and experience 

leadership.  Other efforts contributed significantly to the articulation of youth program quality, 

including Eccles and Gootman (2002) who identified eight critical elements: physical and 

psychological safety; appropriate structure, supportive relationships; opportunities to belong; 

positive social norms; support for efficacy and mattering; opportunities for skill building; and 

integration of family, school, and community.  In a report on positive youth development 

programs in the United States, Catalano et al. (2004) identified 15 key program objectives 

discovered through a systematic analysis of published rigorous program evaluations.  These 

objectives included promoting bonding and social, emotional, cognitive, and behavioral 

competence; fostering resilience, self-determination, self-efficacy and spirituality; and providing 

opportunities to develop pro-socially and receive recognition for positive behavior.  Because of 

this work, efforts to measure program quality began to emerge, resulting in numerous approaches 

and methods for assessing and improving youth program quality (Smith et al., 2012; Yohalem & 

Wilson-Ahlstrom, 2010; Yohalem, Wilson-Ahlstom, Fischer, & Shinn, 2009).  The result of 

these efforts is an ever-increasing awareness that the context of youth program matters, and 

programming must be done well if it is to be effective. 

 

Youth Program Engagement 

 

The final ingredient of high quality youth programs is the youth themselves as reflected in their 

engagement in the program.  I place an intentional emphasis on youth engagement in an attempt 

to move the PYD discourse away from the idea of linking mere youth participation (showing up) 

and program dosage to successful developmental outcomes.  Logically, it makes sense that a 

youth who participates only minimally in 4-H, such as attending a few meetings in order to show 

at the county fair one time, might to be impacted differently than a member who is active for 

many years in a 4-H program that meets regularly with enrichment activities, such as community 

service and youth leadership.  However, it is critical to note that there is scant evidence to 

support that program participation alone leads to developmental outcomes (Roth, Malone, & 

Brooks-Gunn, 2010).  Indeed, Roth et al. (2010) drew the conclusion that participation was just 

one aspect of multiple influences that affected achievement of developmental outcomes.  For 

example, the Harvard Family Research Project conceptual model of participation (Weiss, Little, 

& Bouffard, 2005) illustrated the complexity of program participation by introducing the 

importance of (1) getting a young person enrolled in a program to begin with, (2) monitoring 

how often the young person attends, and (3) considering how actively engaged the young person 

is with the program.  Influences that support (or hinder) these three aspects are the child’s own 

characteristics as well as family, school, and neighborhood influences. 
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Chaput et al. (2004) outline three dimensions of youth program participation that are more fully 

reflective of youth engagement than dosage alone.  First is intensity, or the amount of time a 

youth spends engaged with a program; second is duration, which reflects the history of 

attendance, such as the number of years in a program; and third is breadth, which reflects the 

variety of activities and opportunities in which a youth participates while in the program.  Taken 

together, measures of intensity, duration, and breadth provide a more nuanced and meaningful 

way to assess youth engagement in a program. 

 

When combined, the elements of youth sparks, developmental relationships, program quality, 

and youth engagement create an enriching developmental context for youth participants in 4-H 

programs.  Roth and Brooks-Gunn (2016) identified the next critical steps for the youth 

development field as defining and understanding the developmental context of youth programs 

and connecting program context to outcomes in ways that illuminate the processes through 

which outcomes are achieved.  In many ways, this call is reminiscent of the ongoing requests to 

understand what is inside the black box (Yohalem & Wilson-Ahlstrom, 2010), referring to the 

largely unexamined processes within a program that lead to outcomes.  Referring specifically to 

4-H programs, Arnold (2015) highlighted the need to articulate a program’s theory of change and 

action (Funnell & Rogers, 2011) in order to connect program settings and activities to outcomes.  

For 4-H, the theory of change is based in adaptive developmental relations (ADR) (Brandstadter, 

1998; Theokas et al., 2005), which predicts that positive youth development takes place when 

youth interact with high quality contexts.  Key to ADR is that the interactions between youth and 

developmental contexts, like 4-H, are bidirectional and mutually affirming (Theokas et al., 

2005).  A program’s theory of action describes the processes necessary to enact the theory of 

change.  The basic critical question then becomes: How do the activities conducted in 4-H 

programs enhance adaptive developmental regulations and thus lead to developmental outcomes?  

Answering this question is key to seeing inside the “black box” and to providing the specificity 

in 4-H program models that is currently lacking (Arnold, 2015; Arnold & Silliman, 2017; Heck 

& Subramanian, 2009).   

 

From Context to Outcomes: Thriving as a Developmental Process 

 

A key to connecting context and outcomes lies in the developmental nature of program activities.  

4-H program activities, from project learning, to competitions, to leadership opportunities are 

focused on the development of youth skills, attitudes, and positive behaviors.  Implicit in 4-H 

activities is the understanding that development takes place over time.  As youth continue to 

participate in 4-H throughout childhood and adolescence, the nature of the program activities 

change, offering increasing challenges and developmentally-responsive opportunities for 

learning.  For example, younger 4-H members focus largely on developing knowledge and skill 

in a particular area of interest.  Older 4-H youth are invited to move beyond the 4-H learning 

experiences alone to leadership and citizenship opportunities at the county, state, national, and 
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even international level.  As such, activities within 4-H that make up the program’s theory of 

action are developmental activities – designed to enhance positive change in youth.  According 

to Moshman (2005), there are four criteria that mark human change as developmental: (1) that it 

is extended over time, (2) that its ontogenesis is directed from within the person, (3) that there 

are qualitative and not merely quantitative changes, and (4) that it is a systematic progression 

over time.  Given that 4-H activities have a developmental intention, it makes sense to consider 

how these activities contribute to key indicators of PYD, and how, in turn, those elements result 

in developmental outcomes.   

 

The bridge between program context and outcomes, I believe, lies in youth thriving, a concept 

found throughout the PYD literature (Benson & Scales, 2009, 2011; Lerner et al., 2003, 2011).  

Research conducted by Search Institute (2014a) has focused on identifying indicators of a 

thriving orientation in adolescence.  Early efforts by Search considered thriving a status or 

something that a young person has or does not have (Benson & Scales, 2011).  Status alone, 

however, gives little insight into how a thriving youth develops over time, let alone the processes 

by which thriving can be supported.  As such, Search researchers turned to understanding 

thriving as a pathway or trajectory on the way to a positive future (Search Institute, 2014a).  

Consistent with developmental systems theory, adolescent thriving develops from mutual, 

positive interactions between youth and their developmental contexts.  At the heart of thriving is 

that a young person is animated and motivated intrinsically by his or her spark or special sense of 

who they are.  In this manner, thriving is best conceptualized as an orientation (Search Institute, 

2014a).   

 

A thriving orientation becomes the “fuel for a developmental journey that helps young people 

reach status indicators” (Search Institute, 2014a, p. 4).  Status indicators are the developmental 

outcomes of programs, such as the 5Cs (Lerner & Lerner, 2013).  Beyond the five Cs, other 

developmental outcomes salient to 4-H include academic motivation and success, reduction in 

risk behaviors, healthful choices, and high personal standards.  Developmental outcomes, in turn, 

serve to predict a successful transition to adulthood, marked by health and well-being, economic 

stability, and civic engagement (Gambone, Klem, & Connell, 2002).  In this manner, 4-H 

programs, planned and conducted to provide a rich developmental context with program 

activities that enhance thriving, lead to achievement of the program’s developmental outcomes.   

 

Thriving, then, is the growth of attributes that mark a young person who is healthy and 

flourishing.  According to Lerner et al. (2011), adolescent thriving is defined as youth 

manifesting healthy developmental changes, and the purpose of PYD research is to identify the 

individual and ecological relations that promote thriving.  Consistent with a PYD perspective, 

Benson and Scales (2011) argue that thriving is more than the absence of psychological or 

behavior problems and more than just doing okay.  Rather, thriving is marked by a set of positive 

vital signs (emphasis added to draw attention to the word vitality).  Benson and Scales (2011) 
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acknowledge that positive psychology surrounds the definition of thriving because of its 

emphasis on personal fulfillment, reaching one’s full potential, happiness, and optimism, but 

they offer important distinctions that set thriving apart.  For example, the authors are careful to 

point out that thriving does not simply equal happiness.  Youth may be thriving overall but are 

not happy (at least at the moment) when they are struggling, for example, through a growth 

experience.  Adolescent growth experiences can be relatively normative, such as the adjustment 

to a new school, or attempts to learn a new skill, or they can be unexpected crises, such as 

sudden personal loss.  In the context of such struggles, youth may not be happy, but the resultant 

unhappiness does not necessarily mean the young person is not on a trajectory of thriving. 

 

Research conducted by Search Institute (2014a) has identified six indicators of a thriving 

trajectory: 

 

 Openness to Challenge and Discovery: An intrinsic desire to explore new things and 

enjoy challenges. 

 Hopeful Purpose: Having a sense of purpose and on the way to a happy and 

successful future. 

 Transcendent Awareness: An awareness of a sacred or transcendent force and the 

role of faith or spirituality in shaping everyday thoughts and actions. 

 Positive Emotionality: Is positive and optimistic, and able to manage emotions 

appropriately. 

 Pro-Social Orientation: Personal values of respect, responsibility, honesty and 

caring, and helping others. 

 Intentional Self-Regulation: Sets goals and shapes effective strategies to achieve 

them, perseveres and makes adjustment when goals are not attained. 

 

As Benson and Scales (2011) point out, the conceptualization of thriving is most useful if seen as 

a developmental process because the direction is generally progressive and expansive, even 

though a particular point in time may present an indicator that appears contrary to thriving.  A 

thriving orientation reflects a young person who is on a path toward healthy development into 

adulthood.  Furthermore, a mutually-beneficial developmental context is essential for promoting 

thriving from early to late adolescence, where early adolescent indicators may be marked by 

positive social interaction with adults and other youth, reflecting the need to belong, which is a 

central developmental need of this age group (Jones & Deutsch, 2012).  Later adolescent thriving 

is marked by the presence of a personal passion; clear goals; and immediate, practical plans for 

the transition to early adulthood, which are more appropriate indicators of thriving for one on the 

edge of adulthood (Benson & Scales, 2009). 
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Enhancing Youth Thriving: A Model for 4-H Youth Development Programs 

 
As mentioned, I propose that the bridge between the 4-H program context and developmental 

outcomes is youth thriving and thus present a new theoretical model for the 4-H program: The 4-

H Thriving Model.  The proposed model, with its emphasis on six indicators that define a 

thriving orientation that is growing and changing over time, identifies an intermediate process – 

youth thriving – that mediates the connection between program context and developmental 

outcomes.  As such, a high quality program leads to a youth thriving orientation, which, in turn, 

leads to developmental outcomes.  The addition of this mediating process sets the stage for 

understanding how the 4-H program achieves its developmental outcomes, as shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: Proposed 4-H Thriving Model 

 
 

As noted earlier, one of the concerns with the 5C model for 4-H as presented by Lerner and 

Lerner (2013) is the lack of specificity on what needs to take place within programs to ensure 

subsequent developmental outcomes (Heck & Subramanian, 2009).  As noted by Arnold (2015), 

the missing specificity is evidenced in the lack of intentional connection of program activities to 

program outcomes, resulting in a vague program theory of action (Funnell & Rogers, 2011).  

While the 5C model provides a concise way to describe positive youth development, and 

virtually any positive outcome one hopes for youth can find a place within the model, the 5Cs 

themselves, positioned as developmental outcomes, do not explain the processes through which 

the Cs were developed.  While it can certainly be argued that the 5Cs are developmental, 

meaning they increase over time, they are typically viewed as statuses – something a young 

person is or is not.   
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Developmental Outcomes 

 

The 5C model of youth development is one of the most prevalent ways in which positive youth 

development outcomes are articulated in 4-H (Lerner & Lerner, 2013).  As developmental 

outcomes, the 5Cs encompass many domains, which makes their interpretation and 

understanding by those outside the youth development research field difficult.  For example, if a 

young person is “confident,” what does that mean?  Are they globally confident in all areas of 

their life?  More likely, such confidence is domain specific, for example, being confident in 

school but less so in social settings.  In addition, the 5Cs are often elusive for stakeholders, 

program funders, and practitioners to grasp fully.  To be useful, developmental outcomes must 

be defined more precisely in light of the program’s particular goals.  Accordingly, the definitions 

may vary from program to program based on the program’s specific developmental outcomes.  

Furthermore, outcomes must be salient and recognizable to nonacademic program stakeholders. 

 

As presented in the proposed 4-H Thriving Model, the developmental outcomes align closely 

with the 5Cs proposed by Lerner (2007), although the definitions are modified slightly in an 

effort to narrow and clarify the outcomes for 4-H. 

 

Competence – similar to Lerner (2007), this outcome refers to cognitive, social, 

emotional, and vocational competence.  However, in this definition, academic 

competence is bracketed out as a separate developmental outcome, and specific emphasis 

is placed on social competence because of the important role successful social 

interactions play in adaptive developmental regulations.  Furthermore, research has 

shown that social competence is one of the most important factors in a successful 

transition to adulthood (Lippman et al., 2014). 

 

Personal Standards – refers to a young person’s sense of right and wrong, and a personal 

commitment to make ethical and just choices.  This definition is similar to Lerner’s 

(2007) Character construct.  However, recent cognitive interviewing revealed that the 

term “character” is ambiguous to some teens, invoking concepts more akin to personality 

than moral or ethical grounding (Nott & Vuchinich, 2016).  In addition, dimensions of 

personal responsibility, trustworthiness, and integrity were added to complete the 

definition of personal standards. 

 

Connection – reflects the importance of establishing and maintaining connections with 

other people – parents, friends, teachers, mentors, community members.  These 

connections reflect the human need to have positive relationships with and the support of 

others for health and wellbeing (Lerner, 2007). 
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Contribution – although often described as an outcome of the 5Cs, contribution reflects 

the young person’s ability and interest in giving back to others (Lerner, 2007).  As 

revealed by Lerner and Lerner (2013), contributing to others is a hallmark outcome of the 

4-H program.   

 

There are two Cs that are not included as developmental outcomes in the proposed model: 

 

Confidence – as Lerner (2007) points out, a young person’s areas of confidence change 

over time.  While the need for academic competence remains important across 

adolescence, younger youth need to develop physical and social confidence, and the 

developmental needs of older youth focus on intellectual, moral, romantic, and creative 

confidence.  Because of the developmental rather than status nature of confidence, it is 

not included as a developmental outcome.  Instead, evidence of increasing confidence is 

contained within the thriving indicators. 

 

Caring – refers to a young person’s ability to care for others through empathy, sympathy, 

and other demonstrations of pro-social actions (Lerner, 2007).  Because a pro-social 

orientation is a thriving indicator, caring is not considered a developmental outcome.   

 

In addition, developmental outcomes of academic motivation and success, reduction in risk-

taking behaviors, and an increase in healthful behaviors are included in the proposed model.  

These outcomes are included because of their particular salience to the goals of 4-H, with its 

emphasis on academic success and personal health and wellbeing. 

 

Academic Motivation and Success – as Lerner (2007) points out, academic competence 

and success is a key factor in positive youth development.  Lippman et al. (2014) 

distinguish the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral aspects of academic engagement and 

highlight the need for success in all three areas.  As such, the academic developmental 

outcomes in the model include engagement, motivation, and success. 

 

Reduction in Risk Behaviors – adolescence is a time when risk behaviors related to 

health and wellbeing, such as sexual activity, substance abuse, smoking, and personal 

safety emerge (Kipping, Campbell, MacArthur, Gunnell, & Hickman, 2012).  Positive 

youth development approaches have been shown to reduce risk behavior (Guerra & 

Bradshaw, 2008).  The risk behaviors highlighted in this model relate to the use of 

substances and safe driving behaviors, two areas of particular risk concerns. 

 

Healthful Choices – are adolescent behaviors that promote health and wellbeing.  The   

4-H program is particularly interested in the healthful choices that adolescents make in 

the areas of nutrition, physical activity, and sleep. 
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Conclusion and Implications 

 

This paper proposes a model for 4-H that elucidates the connection between participation in a 

high quality program that provides a nourishing developmental context and the program’s 

developmental outcomes more clearly.  Specifically, the model puts forth youth thriving as a 

mediating variable between the context of the 4-H program and subsequent developmental 

outcomes.  Including thriving as a mediating variable in this model advances our understanding 

of the processes through which the 4-H program impacts youth, with resultant implications for 

program and professional development. 

 

The primary reason for proposing this model for the 4-H program is to respond to the need to 

provide greater specificity regarding the processes through which 4-H youth development 

programs achieve outcomes (Arnold, 2015; Arnold & Silliman, in 2017; Heck & Subramanian, 

2009), which is also a pressing need of youth development programs in general (Roth & Brooks-

Gunn, 2016).  Previous models and frameworks utilized in the 4-H system fall short of a clear 

articulation of these processes (Arnold & Silliman, 2017), resulting in the lack of a clear program 

theory of action (Arnold, 2015).  By focusing on the processes through which PYD is promoted 

in 4-H programs, the purpose of program activities can be more clearly defined and thus 

implemented with greater intention.  Take, for example, the common and traditional 4-H activity 

of community service.  The goals of 4-H service activities are to engage youth in developing a 

spirit of generosity through helping others and giving back to the community, as well as to 

provide an opportunity to develop leadership and civic engagement skills.  These goals are 

embodied within the thriving indicators, perhaps most directly in the area of pro-social 

orientation but plausibly within all six indicators.  The 4-H Thriving Model can be used as a lens 

through which 4-H educators can develop more precise goals for 4-H program activities; goals 

that contribute to youth thriving, and thus to enhanced PYD.  In the case of a community service 

activity, educators may look beyond just pro-social development to consider how the activity can 

also provide an opportunity for challenge and discovery, developing a sense of purpose and 

hope, connecting youth to something larger than themselves, supporting positive emotions, and 

assisting in goal setting.  Using the 4-H Thriving Model in this way ensures the connection 

between participation in 4-H and subsequent developmental outcomes.  As noted by Arnold 

(2015), the proposed model provides an “umbrella” under which local 4-H programs can be 

planned more intentionally to increase PYD. 

 

The adoption and utilization of a universal model for 4-H honors and reflects the Land-Grant and 

Extension mission by translating rigorous academic research on youth development into 

consistent best practices in local 4-H programs.  However, using the model to articulate a clear 

program theory of action will require an investment in the professional development of the 4-H 

educators who are largely responsible for planning local 4-H program activities.  As noted by 

Arnold and Cater (2016), front-line educators have the greatest influence on the program’s 
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quality and theory of action because they are the ones responsible for planning and implementing 

the programs.  Training 4-H educators to understand the principles of a high quality program 

context, as well as how to create and sustain such a context with fidelity, is the first step in 

ensuring that PYD is enhanced by the program.  Additional training is needed to teach educators 

how to plan and implement program activities with an intentional connection to enhancing youth 

thriving, as illustrated in the community service example presented earlier.  Such professional 

development is critical to creating a 4-H program that builds PYD consistently across the system. 

 

Providing the necessary professional development to put this model to use is a daunting task 

because of the complexity of the 4-H system.  Previous system-wide efforts in the area of 

professional development were moderately successful, demonstrating what is possible when the 

vision of multiple organizational stakeholders, along with sufficient resources, align to build 

organizational capacity.  Take, for example, the logic modeling and evaluation professional 

development efforts that took place across the country 20 years ago, or more recently, the 

professional development efforts of the National 4-H Science Academy and the 4-H Common 

Measures project.  Professional development efforts such as the one needed to put the 4-H 

Thriving Model into practice require a similar commitment to building organizational learning 

across all levels of the system.  Preskill and Boyle (2008) described the commitment required for 

such an effort, highlighting the importance of organizational leadership, culture, systems, and 

communication to ensure transfer of learning into sustained program practice.  The 

multidisciplinary model presented by Preskill and Boyle (2008) was developed specifically for 

building evaluation capacity in organizations but has applicability for professional development 

capacity building efforts.  Preskill and Boyle’s model describes the critical organizational 

elements and commitments that are necessary if 4-H is to maximize its impact on PYD through 

the professional development of 4-H educators and provides a roadmap for the necessary levels 

of buy-in and support across the organization.   

 

Throughout its 100-plus-year history, the 4-H Youth Development program has demonstrated its 

profound impact on youth.  At the same time, the 4-H program has struggled to come up with a 

definitive program model to guide organizational learning.  This is not to say that the multiple 

ways in which 4-H has defined its approach to PYD have not been appropriate or effective.  

Rather, 4-H has proceeded all these years without a clearly defined understanding of the 

processes through which PYD is enhanced and without connecting 4-H program activities 

directly to positive youth development research.  The thriving model presented in this paper 

opens up the “black box” of 4-H program practice, providing insight into the processes through 

which 4-H has an impact on youth, something that all youth development organizations are being 

asked to do (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2016).  Enhanced understanding of how 4-H works has clear 

implications for the importance of skilled program planning and implementation at the local 

level; skills needed primarily by 4-H educators who are largely responsible for conducting 

programs at the local level (Arnold & Cater, 2016). 
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