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Introduction

Analysis and Results

The 4-H Thriving Model (Arnold 2018), is a research-based theory of how Positive
Youth Development occurs. The model is a useful tool for practitioners who want
to understand, and predict, how adaptations to their programs will promote PYD
outcomes. Because of the model’s power to identify how specific factors
influence outcomes, it has great potential as a tool for ongoing program
evaluation.

Analytical Process: To understand how 4-H was associated with thriving outcomes and longer-term
developmental outcomes, we analyzed the data in three steps. First, we conducted linear
regression of Program Quality on Thriving Trajectory. Next, we ran a linear regression of Thriving on
Developmental Outcomes. As a final step, we used a Structural Equation Model (SEM) to
understand how all of the variables in the model were related. Results of this analysis are displayed
in the graphs below.

Building on decades of Positive Youth Development (PYD) research, the 4-H
Thriving Model examines the connections between core elements of high-quality
youth programs (Developmental Context) and PYD outcomes including personal
responsibility, confidence, and academic motivation. Wisconsin 4-H piloted the
Thriving Model Survey in January and November of 2020 and implemented it into
a statewide evaluation in October 2021.

Data Collection and Survey Instrument
The 4-H Thriving Model is based on a survey that uses 73 items to measure 6
indicators of Thriving, 6 Developmental Outcomes, and 5 components of
Developmental Context. All items are measured using a 7-point Likert type scale
ranging from (1) “not true to me” to (7) “very true of me”.

Conclusions & Implications for Program Improvement
Wisconsin 4-H offers a high quality youth development experience.
The results confirm Arnold & Gagnon’s 2018 research showing that the 4-H
Program, as a Developmental Context, is a significant predictor of Youth Thriving,
and consequently PYD Outcomes.
Wisconsin 4-H offers high quality programs that provide participants with the
foundation they need to achieve longer-term PYD outcomes. The approach that 4H takes to its programming gives youth the opportunity to explore their Sparks,
alongside supportive Peers and Adults, that gives them a sense of Belonging.
Those foundational factors drive PYD outcomes.
The 4-H Thriving Model and Survey Instrument is a powerful tool for evaluation
and continuous program improvement.
Beyond the research value of confirming this Model of PYD, the survey instrument
provides 4-H leadership and educators with valuable data about how youth are
experiencing 4-H programs. Survey results allow program staff to identify program
strengths and weaknesses and adjust accordingly. Because of the predictive power
of this model, educators can be confident that improvements to program quality
will lead to improved developmental outcomes for youth.

Result 1: The regression analysis showed that
4-H is a strong, statistically significant
predictor of a young person’s Thriving
Trajectory. As a young person’s perception of
4-H program quality increases (the more the
program gives them a chance to explore
sparks, with caring adults and peers, and
offers a sense of belonging), so do their
Thriving outcomes. In fact, for every onepoint increase in Program Quality, Thriving
increases by .38 points. This model accounts
for 25% of the variance in youth Thriving
scores, showing that 4-H makes a big
difference in how youth Thrive.

Result 2: Thriving was associated with other
Developmental Outcomes, such as having a
positive academic attitude and contribution
to others. The results showed that Thriving
Trajectory is a statistically significant
predictor of a young person’s Developmental
Outcomes. For every one-point increase in
Thriving, Developmental Outcomes increase
by .71 points. This model accounts for 60%
of the variance in developmental outcomes
scores, showing that Thriving is a major
predictor of Positive Youth Development
Outcomes.

Data was collected in October 2021 using an electronic survey. 4-H members,
ages 13+, who had been enrolled in 4-H for at least one full year were invited to
participate in the survey. After excluding youth whose parents opted them out,
the survey was distributed to 10,744 youth. A total of 2,646 youth completed the
survey (24.6% response rate) from 72 counties. Youth with incomplete surveys or
significant missing data on variables of interest for the evaluation were removed
from the data set, resulting in a cross-sectional sample of 2,397 4-H members.
The sample was representative of current WI 4-H Membership.

Above: Data reports and accessible dashboards give WI 4-H educators a snapshot of program strengths and weaknesses and are useful for
ongoing program improvement.

Quality Evaluation helps provide data that can be used for a variety of
communication purposes.
This data has been used for state and federal reporting purposes and is frequently
used by county educators to share why 4-H is an effective program. Educators
have used this information in presentations to County Boards, volunteers, and
even in conversations with youth 4-H members.

Result 3: A Structural Equation Model (adapted from Arnold & Gagnon 2018), was used to
understand the full model of Positive Youth Development. The results show the important role
that high quality youth development programs play on providing youth with the Thriving
Trajectory that is necessary for other PYD outcomes. 4-H Developmental Contexts predict
Thriving, which then predicts Developmental Outcomes. 4-H also has a less influential, but direct
effect on Developmental Outcomes. Additionally, youth engagement in 4-H bolsters the effect
on their Thriving trajectory.

“One very important thing I have learned in 4-H is a
sense of belonging. I am an important member of my
club and my community. I know the skills of good
leadership and that there are always people to help me
succeed. I have had great success in my project work
and am anxious to teach younger members. I plan to
give back as an adult volunteer in the 4-H program once
I have graduated.” – Wisconsin 4-H Member

The survey tool includes quantitative and qualitative data that have many uses. Above: a snapshot of one indicator shared on social media in Buffalo
county. Example of a quote from one survey respondent about their 4-H experience.
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