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Abstract
The University of Florida 4-H program evaluated volunteer perceptions of behavior adoption resulting
from the completion of training focused on best practices that promote positive youth development. The
evaluation effort was a quasi-experimental design that surveyed all enrolled volunteers electronically. The
survey was designed to determine the types and frequency of training that 4-H volunteers participated in,
their satisfaction with the training, the volunteer’s role of service, and outcomes of adopting best
practices of program quality. A response rate of 27% (n = 340) provided a representative sample of the
enrolled volunteers across demographic categories and geographical regions of the state. The results
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show that volunteers report practicing elements of positive youth development as categorized by the
Essential Elements framework and that correlations between the type of training volunteers participate in
and their implementation of quality practices are significant. Implications for volunteer trainings include
the consideration of frequency, expanding opportunities beyond traditional delivery, and incorporating
training elements that promote high-quality youth programming. This evaluation effort provides baseline
data that informs future research for the Florida 4-H program.
Key words: positive youth development, volunteer, essential elements, evaluation.

Situation
As efforts to evaluate Positive Youth Development (PYD) programs increase, one emerging
thought is to focus evaluative efforts on program quality (Arnold & Cater, 2011). A significant
element that impacts the quality of youth programming is the adoption of best practices by
volunteers who directly work with youth audiences. The focus on indicators of program quality
allows evaluators to understand the elements of programming that promote the end goal of
developing young people (Arnold, 2015). Measuring the degree to which volunteers are
implementing PYD practices as related to the training that they receive will inform practitioners
as they develop educational programs for their 4-H volunteers.
Volunteers in 4-H are on the front line when it comes to delivery of youth programming,
particularly when programming is delivered through volunteer-led clubs. Club leader volunteers
provide a particularly high frequency of direct instruction to youth participants. Training 4-H
volunteers in the best practices of program quality and measuring the adoption of these best
practices will allow youth development professionals to better understand the quality of the
experience for youth members.
High quality PYD programs containing best practices such as those reflected by the 4-H
Essential Elements (EE) (Kress, 2005) promote the attainment of positive youth outcomes.
Hager and Brudney (2005) state that few volunteer programs actively evaluate the results of
the programming, and instead evaluators address economic or program assessments. These
types of measures do not tell if volunteers are gaining knowledge or implementing skills learned
during 4-H programming. Evaluation data measuring actual behavior change and the
implementation of PYD practices in 4-H clubs is lacking for the Florida 4-H program. Thus, a
systematic approach to evaluate the implementation of PYD practices by volunteers in direct
service to youth is needed.

88

Journal of Youth Development | http://jyd.pitt.edu/ | Vol. 15 Issue 4 DOI 10.5195/jyd.2020.882
Volunteer Positive Youth Development Practices

Methods
4-H Youth Development faculty at the University of Florida conducted a quasi-experimental
study of all enrolled 4-H volunteers in 2017 under the approval of the University Institutional
Review Board. The guiding questions for this study were
•

Does the frequency of training make a difference in outcome attainment?

•

Are volunteers satisfied with the training they receive?

•

Does the type of training (face-to-face, blended, or online) make a difference in
outcome attainment?

•

Do volunteers report implementation of PYD best practices (4-H EE) in their club?

The survey was designed to determine the types and frequency of training that 4-H volunteers
participated in, their satisfaction with the training, the volunteer’s role of service, and to
measure outcomes of adopting best practices of program quality. The team utilized an index of
questions that represented each of the four Essential Elements: belonging, mastery,
independence and generosity. The questions were designed to determine if volunteer leaders
were implementing these practices in their volunteer role as a club leader.
The researchers followed practices stated by Dillman et al. (2014) including engaging contact
with multiple messages by using a pre-notice followed by three reminders. Reminders were sent
through multiple means of communication (Dillman et al., 2014); utilizing email, SMS, and the
4HOnline enrollment system in order to increase the response rate. A total of 1,243 enrolled
volunteers received the survey with 340 respondents resulting in a 27% response rate.
The survey platform Qualtrics was utilized to disseminate the survey to 4-H volunteers who
were enrolled in the state 4HOnline database. Data analysis was performed using SPSS and
primarily analyzed by a data specialist at the University of Florida Survey Research Center
(FSRC) who provided a data analysis report. Statistical analysis to determine index means and
correlations between types and degree of training (independent variable) to implementation of
PYD practices (dependent variable) was provided by FSRC. An expert statistician provided the
state 4-H leadership team with an in-depth understanding of the data in order to best
understand programmatic implications.

Results
A total of 340 enrolled volunteers agreed to participate in the evaluation. Most respondents
were between the ages of 31 and 50; 87% were female. The sample is geographically
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representative of the state population for adult respondents. Reported educational attainment
level shows 13.44% have a high school degree or less, 45.94% some college or an associate
degree, 21.88% a bachelor’s degree, and 18.75% a masters or doctoral degree.
Half of volunteers (50.63%) reported service of 1 to 5 years (n = 162), with 21.56% (n = 69)
reporting 6 to 10 years, 11.25% (n = 36) 11 to 15 years, 5.31% (n = 17) 16 to 20 years, 5.0%
(n = 16) 21 to 25 years, and 6.25% (n = 20) 26 years or more. Respondents were asked how
they volunteer and to select all that apply with the majority reporting they volunteered in a
community club (n = 188) followed by: a project club (n = 92), after-school club (n = 44), inschool club (n = 10), SPIN (special project interest) club (n = 6), and other (n = 39). The
survey also asked volunteers the type of training they received and the frequency of the
training in which they participated. The most frequent types of training volunteers participated
in were volunteer orientation (60.2%), and county training (54.8%). Volunteers also reported
use of the statewide volunteer web-based training series (40.3%), and participation in the
statewide Make a Difference Monday virtual training series (16.8%). More than half of the
volunteers participated in annual trainings and 20% in monthly trainings (Table 1).

Table 1. Frequency of Participation in 4-H Trainings
How frequently do you participate in 4-H trainings?

Frequency

Percentage
(n = 307)

Annually

163

53.1%

Once a month

62

20.2%

Quarterly (4 times per year)

52

16.9%

Bi-monthly (every other month)

30

9.8%

Of 231 responses, 89.6% reported being satisfied with the number of training sessions that
they receive from 4-H (n = 207) and 10.4% (n = 24) remain somewhat dissatisfied/very
dissatisfied. Volunteers perceived county training followed by volunteer orientation as the most
useful (mean of 7.37 and 7.03 respectfully based on a 10-point continuous scale).

Essential Elements in Practice
The EE outcomes each consisted of 10 questions that asked volunteers about how frequently
they practiced each item on a 4-point Likert scale (never, rarely, often, always). Volunteers
reported a high frequency of applying the practices that make up each of the EEs (Tables 2
through 5). Results indicated that volunteers perceive themselves as implementing practices
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that promote belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity. Each construct was combined
to create an index variable that could range from 10 to 40.

Table 2. Frequency of Volunteer Responses to Questions on Practices That Promote
Belonging
Question

Never

Rarely

Often

Always

Provide an environment where all youth feel safe

0.0%

0.4%

13.8%

85.8%

Actively work to prevent bullying and take action to stop

0.9%

1.7%

14.0%

83.4%

By encouraging and supporting youth

0.0%

0.0%

17.7%

82.3%

Create an environment where members have a say

0.0%

0.9%

28.6%

70.5%

Discourage formation of cliques/work to include everyone

0.0%

2.2%

32.0%

65.8%

Set boundaries and expectations

0.4%

2.6%

31.5%

65.5%

Teach effective interpersonal skills to develop relationships

0.4%

6.1%

32.0%

61.5%

Provide many forms of recognition/praise for all youth

0.0%

2.1%

41.9%

56.0%

Encourage use of symbols to promote membership identity

2.6%

11.4%

31.1%

54.8%

Ice-breaker or team-building activities for emotional bonds

0.9%

10.6%

40.1%

48.5%

Table 3. Frequency of Volunteer Responses to Questions on Practices That Promote
Mastery
Question

Never

Rarely

Often

Always

Youth serve as teachers of others

0.0%

3.5%

44.4%

52.4%

Provide opportunities to demonstrate learned skills

0.0%

1.8%

49.3%

48.9%

Accommodate diverse learning styles

0.0%

7.2%

44.4%

48.4%

Provide programs and activities to master new skills

0.4%

1.8%

49.6%

48.2%

Help youth achieve challenging yet achievable goals

0.0%

3.0%

48.9%

48.1%

Foster engagement in learning to retain new info and skills

0.4%

2.2%

49.8%

47.5%

Youth reflect on their accomplishments and obstacles

0.0%

3.1%

50.4%

46.5%

Youth help plan, implement, and evaluate activities

0.0%

9.6%

44.3%

46.1%

Create learning activities related to real-life situations

0.0%

5.7%

48.9%

45.4%

Provide opportunities for intellectual challenge/stimulation

0.0%

6.5%

54.1%

39.4%
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Table 4. Frequency of Volunteer Responses to Questions on Practices That Promote
Independence
Question

Never

Rarely

Often

Always

Encourage youth to think positively

0.0%

0.4%

28.7%

70.9%

Youth see themselves as active participants in the future

0.0%

1.8%

39.4%

58.8%

Youth can try new things and challenge themselves safely

0.0%

1.3%

40.8%

57.8%

Foster youth to develop self-determination

0.0%

2.3%

40.5%

57.3%

Empower youth by delegating responsibility to them

0.0%

2.2%

41.5%

56.3%

Youth exercise critical thinking skills

0.0%

4.5%

43.8%

51.8%

Help youth realize goals through programs and projects

0.0%

1.3%

48.7%

50.0%

Support youth in guiding them to their own solutions

0.0%

1.3%

48.9%

49.8%

Youth develop ideas and see them through to completion

0.0%

1.8%

48.9%

49.3%

Youth set their own goals and timelines

0.0%

6.8%

44.1%

49.1%

Table 5. Frequency of Volunteer Responses to Questions on Practices That Promote
Generosity
Question

Never

Rarely

Often

Always

Encourage youth to thank those who support their efforts

0.0%

0.9%

27.0%

72.1%

Serve as role model for voluntary behavior for youth

0.0%

0.9%

27.6%

71.6%

Encourage youth to give back to their communities

0.4%

2.7%

31.0%

65.9%

Teach youth they can make a difference in the world

0.0%

2.6%

35.2%

62.1%

Youth share their skills and experiences with younger 4-H’ers

0.0%

3.1%

35.0%

61.9%

Ensure youth reflect on learnings gained from community

0.0%

5.8%

38.6%

55.6%

Youth value and practice service through community projects

0.4%

7.5%

42.5%

49.6%

Youth planned and implemented community service projects

1.3%

12.6%

37.2%

48.9%

In role as volunteer, address community needs and issues

0.4%

12.1%

43.3%

44.2%

Explicit about philanthropy, benefits, effects on community

1.3%

13.8%

45.5%

39.3%

Impact of Training
The impact of training frequency on generosity shows that those who participate in training
monthly (M = 36.09, SD = 4.04) have higher scores on the generosity index than those who
participate in training once a year (M = 34.18, SD = 5.37). One-way analysis of variance also
shows that the independence index is higher for those who are very satisfied (M = 35.74, SD =

92

Journal of Youth Development | http://jyd.pitt.edu/ | Vol. 15 Issue 4 DOI 10.5195/jyd.2020.882
Volunteer Positive Youth Development Practices

4.32) than those who are somewhat satisfied (M = 33.97, SD = 4.30). In both cases, these
differences approached significance (at p < .05).
Difference of means tests (Table 6) show that volunteers who participated in volunteer
orientation training scored significantly higher on the independence index than those who did
not and scored significantly higher on the mastery index than those who did not. Similarly,
those who had volunteer orientation training scored higher than those who did not on the

belonging index.
Table 6. Difference of Means Between Training Type and Essential Element
Outcome

n

t

p

df

[-.539, -3.074]

-2.81

.005

203

210

[-.363, -2.953]

-2.53

.012

208

213

[-.016, -2.268]

-1.96

.053

103

No volunteer

Had volunteer

orientation

orientation

Independence

33.90 (4.60)

35.71 (4.08)

205

Mastery

33.17 (4.72)

34.83 (4.25)

Belonging

35.63 (4.08)

36.76 (3.33)

95% CI for
mean difference

Finally, Pearson and Spearman correlations were calculated and show the relationships between
the total number of trainings attended, frequency, and satisfaction on the outcomes of the
belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity indexes (Table 7).

Table 7. Correlation Between Training Variables and Essential Element Indexes

1. Total trainings
2. Frequency of training

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1.00

.140**

.068

.063

.175*

.192**

.155*

1.00

.151*

.011

.066

.082

.123*

1.00

.074

.038

.141*

.100

1.00

.672**

.666**

.672**

1.00

.791**

.697**

1.00

.763**

3. Satisfaction with training
4. Belonging
5. Mastery
6. Independence
7. Generosity

1.00

*p < .05, **p < .01

Index variables were created for each of the EEs with a possible score of 40 out of 40. For each
index variable Cronbach’s alpha was used to determine the internal consistency for the scale.
Scores for all four index scales are strong (Table 8), well beyond the .7 threshold, but both
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exploratory (EFA) and confirmatory (CFA) factor analyses were performed to assess scale
construction. When all 40 measurement items are included in EFA, a five-factor solution is
suggested. However, CFA conducted on both models suggested the five-factor model does not
improve on the four-factor model in notable ways, and neither is statistically optimal. Future
modeling should augment these results with input on validity from 4-H personnel with detailed
knowledge of program development.

Table 8. Essential Element Index Variables
Essential Element index variable

Mean

Cronbach’s α

Belonging (n = 213)

36.41

.848

Independence (n = 205)

35.16

.936

Generosity (n = 209)

35.07

.928

Mastery (n = 210)

34.31

.923

Discussion
Implications
The findings of this evaluation are of practical benefit to Extension practitioners in the field of
PYD. Extension agents should consider variables such as frequency of training, and
opportunities for training outside of traditional face-to-face meetings. Extension Agents should
also provide educational training that promotes a high-quality PYD context, and not simply hold
informational meetings. Educational programs for volunteers should focus on increasing the
knowledge of volunteers in the practices essential to a high-quality PYD program and the role
they play in the ultimate attainment of youth outcomes. Increased education on skills that
enhance both mastery and generosity should be considered based on the findings of this
evaluation as well as foundational practices beyond EE such as 5Cs (Lerner and Lerner, 2013),
the eight critical elements of quality PYD (Eccles and Gootman, 2002), and Developmental
Relationships (Search Institute, 2014).
As a result of this program evaluation the Florida 4-H leadership team developed a 4-H club
basics virtual academy, revised volunteer policies and practices, created a volunteer
management handbook, and is training county faculty in the importance of high-quality
volunteer training that focuses on the critical elements of PYD. Additional efforts have been
made to provide county faculty with easy-to-use evaluation tools that measure knowledge gain
and behavior practice at the county level among both volunteers and 4-H members.
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Limitations
The measure on the types of training volunteers received was limited by not asking them about
one-on-one training received through visits with the county agent, mentorship by other
volunteers, and field visits to clubs by the county agent. A second limitation is the inability to
compare the self-reported participation of the volunteer to the actual amount of training
participated in by the volunteer, which is collected by the respective 4-H agent. This data is not
available since surveys were collected anonymously.

Future Research
An additional level of rigor can be gained by adding a qualitative component to further
understand the variables measured—for example, exploring why volunteers indicate less
confidence in their practice of independence and generosity, as compared with belonging and

mastery. Qualitative methods can be used to better ascertain the type of PYD training
volunteers need and the outcomes they perceive are attained as a direct result of training.
Finally, collecting data to explain the youth perception of quality practices implemented in the
4-H setting and the influence of these practices on their 4-H experience can enhance the
validity of the findings and further increase our understanding about the quality of 4-H
programs.
Further research efforts to modify the survey instrument based on the factor analysis loadings
will allow the team to strengthen construct indexes and shorten the instrument enabling more
frequent data and mainstreamed data collection as programs evolve. Moreover, current findings
point to further exploration of the association between self-reported volunteer characteristics
and training participation, as well as how volunteer-level variables may predict their EE program
practices. Last, there is a benefit in moving from variable-centered to person-centered
approaches in data collection. For example, varying EE practice profiles (e.g., latent profile
analysis) among 4-H volunteers can be linked with training participation and satisfaction to shed
light on specific educational needs.

References
Arnold, M. (2015). Connecting the dots: Improving Extension program planning with program umbrella
models. Journal of Human Sciences and Extension 3(2). www.jhseonline.com/article/view/685

95

Journal of Youth Development | http://jyd.pitt.edu/ | Vol. 15 Issue 4 DOI 10.5195/jyd.2020.882
Volunteer Positive Youth Development Practices
Arnold, M., & Cater, M. (2011). From then to now: Emerging direction for youth program evaluation.

Journal of Youth Development, 6(3), 80-92. https://doi.org/10.5195/jyd.2011.176
Dillman, D. A., Smyth, J. D., & Christian, L. M. (2014). Internet, phone, mail, and mixed-mode surveys :

The tailored design method (4th ed.). Wiley.
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=ip,uid&db=nlebk&AN=827492&si
te=ehost-live
Eccles, J., & Gootman, J. A. (Eds.). (2002). Community programs to promote youth development.
National Academy Press.
Hager, M. & Brudney, J. (2005). Net benefits: Weighing the challenges and benefits of volunteers.

Journal of Volunteer Administration 23(1), 26-31.
Kress, C. (2005). Essential Elements of positive youth development. In Strengthening positive youth

development environments (pp. 20-23). University of Wisconsin Extension 4-H Program.
Lerner, R. M., & Lerner, J. V. (2013). The positive development of youth: Comprehensive findings from

the 4-H study of positive youth development. National 4-H Council. https://4-h.org/wpcontent/uploads/2016/02/4-H-Study-of-Positive-Youth-Development-Full-Report.pdf
Search Institute. (2014). The developmental relationships framework. Author. https://www.searchinstitute.org/developmental-relationships/developmental-relationships-framework/

96

