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Talk Outline 
� Positive Youth Development 
� Purpose development in youth 
� How to assess 4H outcomes of interest 
�  Implications of the current work 



History of Research on Youth 
Development 



Positive Youth Development 
� Emergence over the past 15 years 
� Based on the work of Peter Benson, Rich 

Lerner, Bill Damon, and others 
� Focused on the notion that children and 

adolescents can thrive, rather than just 
survive 



Where Do I Fit In? 
� My research focuses on how youth find a 

sense of purpose for life 
� “A central, self-organizing life aim that 

stimulates goals, manages behaviors, and 
provides a sense of meaning” 

�  McKnight & Kashdan (2009) 



Research on Youth Purpose 
� Do youth think about purpose in life? 
� Does purpose promote youth well-being? 
� How can we help youth find a direction 

for life? 



Do youth think about purpose 
in life? 
� Yes. (Hill et al., 2010) 
� Out of 229 adolescents surveyed, only 5 

could not tell us what it meant to have a 
sense of purpose 

� Youth typically could provide fairly 
detailed definitions, that incorporated 
multiple themes 



Five themes mentioned 
� Foundation and Direction 
� Happiness 
� Prosocial 
� Religion 
� Occupational / Financial 



Five themes mentioned 
� Foundation and Direction (83%) 

� To have a purpose in life is to have a 
goal and to succeed at that goal 

� Happiness 
� Prosocial 
� Religion 
� Occupational / Financial 



Five themes mentioned 
� Foundation and Direction 
� Happiness (52%) 

�  I think that it means to have a purpose 
in your life is that you do something that 
makes you happy, joyous, and to feel 
complete 

� Prosocial 
� Religion 
� Occupational / Financial 



Five themes mentioned 
� Foundation and Direction 
� Happiness 
� Prosocial (26%) 

�  It means that you do something to help 
another person and change their life as 
much as possible 

� Religion 
� Occupational / Financial 



Five themes mentioned 
� Foundation and Direction 
� Happiness 
� Prosocial 
� Religion (18%) 

� What God's plan is for a person's life  
� Occupational / Financial 



Five themes mentioned 
� Foundation and Direction 
� Happiness 
� Prosocial 
� Religion 
� Occupational / Financial (17%) 

� To get a job and have money  



Does purpose promote youth 
well-being? 
� Yes. 
� Across multiple studies, we have shown 

that purposeful youth… 
� Are more agentic and driven 
� Report greater life satisfaction and 

happiness 
� Experience more positive and fewer 

negative daily moods 
� Have a better sense of who they are 



How can we help youth find a 
direction for life? 
� Here’s where you come in! 
� We’ve identified three pathways by which 

individuals may find a purpose 
� Each of these correspond to the projects 

and aims of 4-H 



Pathways to Purpose 
� Proactive pathway 

�  Active exploration of one’s 
potential life goals 

�  “I actively pursue new 
experiences, with the hope of 
finding new life goals to pursue” 

�  “I tend to think deeply about my 
daily events, and how these 
experiences get me closer to 
settling on a direction for life” 



Pathways to Purpose 
�  Reactive pathway 

�  Speeding up of exploration, 
catalyzed by a major life-
changing event 

�  “My direction in life was spurred 
by a very memorable 
experience.” 

�  “When people ask me about 
my purpose, I can point to a 
single event that set me upon 
my current path.” 



Pathways to Purpose 
�  Social learning pathway 

�  Finding life goals through 
the imitation of those 
around you 

�  “In searching for a 
direction, I mostly 
consider what those 
around me like to do.” 

�  “I find several similarities 
between my life goals 
and the life goals of 
those around me.” 



The Role of 4-H 
� Outlet for proactive engagement across 

an array of potential life goals 
� Most of you can share anecdotes about 

how 4-H can be a life-changing event 
� Through socialization and following the 

lead of others, 4-H youth gain the skills 
needed to develop a life-long purpose 



Purpose 

Responsibility 

Competence 

Connection 

Perseverance 



4-H Impact on Youth Project 
�  With my colleagues at Carleton, we intend to 

start quantifying the PYD outcomes of 4-H 
�  Which 4-H components best correspond to 

each of those outcomes of interest? 
�  In which areas do 4-H youth feel most 

supported by personnel? 
�  How can we connect 4-H to the past 

literature, in ways that benefit both parties? 



Methods and Analyses 
� First, we will connect youth’s scores on the 

five pillars to their 4-H profile 
� Second, we can compare youth’s scores 

to extant studies in the literature 
� Ultimately, we can examine how youth in 

the program develop these skills over time 
with increased 4-H engagement 



Methods and Analyses 
� The initial pilot will take place with the 

assistance of 4-H personnel in Ontario and 
Manitoba 

� Online survey of youth, with their parents’ 
permission 

�  Initial survey in February and March, with 
the potential of following up youth later 



Purpose 
� Do 4-H youth feel a sense of direction, 

and that their daily activities are 
important? 

� Are they committed to broader aims for 
life, and if so, which ones? 



Responsibility 
� Have they learned about setting priorities 

and practicing self-discipline? 
� Do they procrastinate? 



Competence 
� Have they developed skills in areas like 

emotion regulation, cognitive ability, and 
physical functioning? 

� Do they feel pride in their work, and a 
sense of self-efficacy? 



Connection 
� Do youth report positive relations with their 

friends and parents? 
� Do they feel a connection to 4-H 

personnel? 
� Do they feel like they belong when 

engaging in 4-H activities? 



Perseverance 
� Do they show the initiative to act on their 

goals? 
� Do they report higher levels of grit than 

other youth? 



Additional Directions 
� Person-environment fit in 4-H programs 
� Value of working with other groups 
� Transferrable skills 



Additional Directions 
� Person-environment fit in 4-H programs 

�  Finding the best fit for the youth within 4-H 

� Value of working with other groups 
� Transferrable skills 



Additional Directions 
� Person-environment fit in 4-H programs 
� Value of working with other groups 

�  Can 4-H engagement help youth gain the 
skills to work with diverse groups? 

� Transferrable skills 



Additional Directions 
� Person-environment fit in 4-H programs 
� Value of working with other groups 
� Transferrable skills 

�  How does 4-H develop skills that transfer to 
other contexts? 



Final Implications 
� Help to understand what 4-H does, and 

identify opportunities for improvement 
� Allow us to situate 4-H engagement within 

the literature on group activities 
� Promote 4-H through the lens of 

psychological research 



Thank you! 
� Anne Bowker 
� Belinda Boekhoven 
� Michael Parent 
� Everyone at 4-H 
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