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Abstract: Although research suggests that positive contact with non-
parental adults is developmentally beneficial for youth; many 
adolescents do not have access to such relationships. It is important 
that adults structure existing relationships to optimize positive youth 
development. Relationships with adults, who support youth’s needs for 
autonomy, relatedness, and competence, provide youth with scaffolding 
as they navigate their way through adolescence. Self-Determination 
Theory offers a straight-forward approach to understanding the 
elements of contexts that best promote the development of supportive 
relationships. The purpose of this paper is to review the literature 
concerning youth-adult relationships, including their associated 
prevalence and developmental benefits across multiple contexts. These 
findings are then integrated into a framework of best practices for 
developing and supporting positive youth relationships with adults 
within youth program settings. Several theory-based recommendations 
are offered for youth program administrators and staff who wish to 
improve youth-adult relationships in their programs. 

 

 

 

Introduction 
 
Although theoretical approaches concerning adolescent development differ in terms of 
terminology, targets, and outcomes (Small, & Memmo, 2004), consensus exists regarding the 
positive role of adult relationships in youth development. Research findings from the fields of 
prevention (Coie, et al., 1993), resilience (Benard, 1991; Werner, 1986, 1989), and positive 
youth development (Eccles, & Gootman, 2002; Scales, Benson, Leffert, & Blyth, 2000), highlight 
youths’ need for positive adult role models. While the body of literature examining youths’ 



access to and the developmental impact of supportive adult relationships is extensive in 
contexts, such as child-parent, student-teacher, and mentoring relationships, little research has 
focused on youth-adult relationships in group settings associated with youth programs 
(Grossman, & Bulle, 2006).  
 
A connection between youth-adult relationships and program outcomes is theoretically 
supported by Self-Determination theory (SDT), which posits that feelings of relatedness to 
others, along with opportunities to experience competence and autonomy, are essential 
prerequisites of positive development (Ryan, & Deci, 2000b). While some attention has been 
given to supporting autonomy and developing competence and self-determination in youth 
program settings (Grossman, & Bulle, 2006), concerted and systematic efforts to promote 
positive relationships with adults are lacking. Too often it is assumed that positive relationships 
between participants and adults automatically occur in youth programs. 
 
Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to review the supportive adult relationship literature 
across a variety of contexts (e.g., school, mentoring, etc.) and then organize these findings into 
a SDT framework of best practices for developing positive youth-adult relationships within 
program settings. Before reviewing the research we will outline the major tenets of SDT. We 
propose that SDT provides a useful conceptual framework for integrating and applying findings 
concerning supportive adult relationships that could be used to improve programming in youth 
settings. 
 

Self-Determination Theory 
 
Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) has been used to examine motivation regarding 
the development and functioning of personality in social contexts, and explores how people 
engage in behaviors with a full sense of volition, or self-determination. Social contexts may 
encourage or thwart the development of psychological growth and overall well-being. SDT 
suggests that people experience self-determination when they are internally motivated, rather 
than externally motivated or amotivated. The development of internally regulated behavior 
appears to have considerable bearing on development (Ryan, & Deci, 2000b). Internally 
motivated activities prepare youth for adulthood through tasks that develop self-direction, self-
expression, and motivated involvement (Larson, & Kleiber, 1993). Contexts that promote the 
basic needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness are those where internalized motivations 
will emerge. 
 
Basic needs theory is one of four mini-theories that comprise SDT. This theory suggests that 
the needs for autonomy, relatedness  and competence are fundamental, innate constructs for 
all people (Ryan, & Deci, 2000b).  

• Autonomy refers to the need to feel volition or decisive in one’s actions. When one has 
choice, one can use available information to regulate themselves in the achievement of 
goals.  

• Relatedness is the “integration of the individual into a larger social whole,” and refers to 
the need to be connected with others (Ryan, & Deci, 2000b).  

• Competence refers to people’s needs to feel self-efficacious, to believe that they are the 
cause of their actions, and to receive positive feedback which enhances intrinsic 
motivation.  



 
While competence is required for any type of motivation, and relatedness comes from 
internalizing the norms and values of the social group, autonomy is also needed for the 
motivation to be intrinsic (Ryan, & Deci, 2000b). 
 
Self-determination is optimized when the basic needs for autonomy, relatedness, and 
competence are met. Social contexts that support these needs are characterized by informative 
(not controlling) feedback from trusted others. This feedback can be competence based (“She 
knows what she’s talking about”) or relationship-based (“I like him, so I will listen to what he 
says”). Elements of self-determination are influenced in varying ways by the other people in the 
social context.  
 
While the basic needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence are theorized to be 
universal, one approach to basic needs theory is to focus on relatedness as the common thread 
of all three needs. Feelings of relatedness are most important for internalization and integration 
of the values associated with an activity because the desire for connectedness with significant 
others is an essential component of people’s willingness to endorse such values (Ryan, & Deci, 
2000). A sense of belonging is an essential component for youth to internalize positive beliefs 
about themselves and others. In the following section we will review literature that addresses 
contexts that support these developmental needs. 
 

Literature Review 
 

Contexts of Supportive Adult Relationships 
The topic of supportive youth-adult relationships has been studied in a variety of contexts 
outside of the family, such as school, one-on-one mentoring, and out-of-school time youth 
programs including summer camp and sports. The literature regarding supportive relationships 
will be reviewed through an SDT perspective for the following contexts:  

(a) educational settings;  

(b) one-on-one mentoring; and  

(c) youth programs.  
 
Research findings were included in the following sections if they were: 1) empirically-based; 2) 
SDT-based; and/or 3) measured SDT related constructs. 
 
Educational Settings 
Recent research employing SDT in educational settings has examined relationships between 
teachers and students. Youth spend about one-third of time during weekdays at school, mostly 
in the presence of teachers. Teachers can serve as positive role models as they form 
relationships with students. Following the tenets of SDT, teachers are integral in constructing a 
classroom context that supports students’ autonomy, relatedness, and competence. 
Researchers from diverse theoretical perspectives have documented that positive relationships 
between teachers and students are usually characterized by warmth and acceptance (e.g. Birch, 
& Ladd, 1998; Hughes, Cavell, & Willson, 2001) and by autonomy granting (e.g. Schweinle, 
Meyer, & Turner, 2006; Zimmer-Gembeck, & Locke, 2007). These relationships are further 
linked to positive developmental outcomes (e.g. Birch, & Ladd, 1997; Gest, Welsh, & 
Domitrovich, 2005).  



 
The classroom can be an ideal setting for studies using SDT, for it inherently affords varying 
degrees of opportunities for autonomy, relatedness, and competence. The traditional classroom 
climate, characterized by high levels of teacher control, has been criticized as providing 
students with little to no choice about what they learn, and how they learn it (e.g. David, 
Mihaly, Barbara, & Elisa Steele, 2003; Greene, Miller, Crowson, Duke, & Akey, 2004). 
Conversely, more modern educational practices have suggested that youth learn more when 
teachers give them choices (e.g., Schweinle, et al., 2006; Stefanou, Perencevich, DiCintio, & 
Turner, 2004). For example, ninth- and tenth-grade students who felt that school teachers, 
parents, and school administrators acted in autonomy-supportive ways had higher levels of self-
determined motivation to stay in school; their perceptions of these social agents' meeting their 
needs for competence, autonomy, or both influenced their motivation, (Vallerand, Fortier, & 
Guay, 1997). 
 
High school physical education classes have also been studied using a SDT framework. In one 
study, Standage, Duda, and Ntoumanis (2003) found that the manner in which students 
perceive situational cues from their PE teacher related to their intentions to engage in future 
physical activities. Students felt more autonomous, competent, and related when they perceived 
an autonomy-supportive environment low in controlling features, and to a lesser extent, 
perceived PE class as offering a mastery (e.g., cooperative, volitional) climate.  
 
In a related study, Ntoumanis (2005) found that PE teachers’ support of their 15-year-old 
students’ needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy positively predicted self-
determined motivation. This was further linked to positive affective, cognitive, and behavioral 
outcomes, and positive intentions to engage in optional PE activities the next year. Students 
who felt competent in freely-chosen PE were more likely than those for whom PE was required 
to find it interesting and want to continue participation. Students also felt related to others in 
the friendships made through their PE participation. These studies suggest that students’ 
experiences and participation levels can be influenced by opportunities for self-determined 
motivation.   
 
Soenens and Vansteenkiste (2005) examined the effects of the provision of autonomy on 
educational outcomes. They found that teachers’ support of autonomy was significantly linked 
to adolescent students’ grade point average, levels of vocational exploration and commitment, 
and self-determination in school- and job-seeking behaviors. Self-determined motivation to 
engage in academic activities was associated with higher perceived academic competence and 
higher grades. As mentioned earlier, when the need for autonomy is met, self-determination to 
engage in prosocial behaviors often emerges.  
 
One-on-One Mentoring 
Research findings show that youth in quality mentoring relationships exhibit higher levels of 
school attendance and academic performance, better attitudes towards school, lower levels of 
substance abuse and some deviant behaviors, and improved family relationships than those 
without mentors (DuBois, Holloway, Valentine, & Cooper, 2002; Grossman, & Tierney, 1998; 
Jekielek, Moore, Hair, & Scarupa, 2002). As noted, these outcomes only occur in certain types 
of mentoring relationships. It appears that youth realize the most benefits from mentoring 
when they can establish a supportive, long term relationship with a mentor who addresses their 
need to experience competence and autonomy.  



 
Certain characteristics are associated with mentoring relationships that foster feelings of 
relatedness. For example, the frequency of contact between mentor and mentee and the 
duration of their relationship appear very important. Findings from a large study of Big Brother 
Big Sister participants, suggest that relationships that last at least 12 months produce the 
greatest positive benefits, whereas relationships that last less than three months negatively 
impact self-worth and academic efficacy (Grossman, & Rhodes, 2002). Similar findings show 
that more contact between mentors and mentees also lead to many of the same benefits 
mentioned earlier (DuBois, et al., 2002; Jekielek, et al., 2002). The amount of training adults 
receive before and during mentoring also predicts overall youth-adult relationship quality 
(DuBois, et al., 2002; Jekielek, et al., 2002; Karcher, Nakkula, & Harris, 2005).  
 
Although numerous studies examine the outcomes of mentoring programs, fewer studies 
consider the quality of mentoring relationships (DuBois, et al., 2002; Karcher, et al., 2005). 
From existing research, it appears that, as would be expected, mentor and mentee 
characteristics jointly influence relationships quality. In a study of older adolescent mentors, 
researchers found that mentors’ perception of the mentor-mentee relationship was predicted by 
mentors’ self-efficacy and mentees’ propensity to seek support (Karcher, et al., 2005). 
Additionally, individuals who indicated extrinsic motivations (e.g., building their resume) for 
mentoring also reported more negative perceptions of their mentor-mentee relationships.  
 
These findings speak to the need for adequate mentor training in order to increase levels of 
self-efficacy, as well as to teach mentors methods of encouraging mentees to seek their help 
and support (Karcher, et al., 2005). It is interesting to note that these factors are stronger 
predictors of relationship quality than mentee’s risk status (Karcher, et al., 2005). Findings also 
show that shared interests between mentor and mentee is the strongest predictor of quality 
relationships, even more so than gender or ethnic matching (Herrera, Sipe, McClanahan, & 
Arbreton, 2000). 
 
While providing training and making good mentor-mentee matches appear to be important 
components of quality relationships, mentee characteristics also deserve consideration. Findings 
suggest that the types of youth served influences program impact and effectiveness. For 
instance, individuals who come from risky environments appear to experience greater benefits 
from mentoring than youth from less risky backgrounds (DuBois, et al., 2002). These findings 
do not hold true for youth with individual-level risk factors, although it may mean that mentors 
need additional training in order to effectively work with more behaviorally-challenged youth 
(DuBois, et al., 2002). These results align with Karcher, et al.’s (2005) findings discussed earlier 
which show that mentors’ self-efficacy is a better predictor of relationship quality than mentee 
risk status. In other words, if mentors receive training that increases confidence in their ability 
to mentor, they can successfully work with more difficult youth.  
 
Mentees perceive their mentoring relationship to be most positive when they have opportunities 
to engage in both social and academic activities with their mentors. This is especially the case 
when mentors allow them to play a role in making decisions regarding activities, thus meeting 
youths’ need to experience autonomy and competence (Herrera, et al., 2000). Findings from a 
study of youths’ perceptions of mentoring relationships show that youth who perceive their 
mentor as offering moderate levels of structure and activity participation as well as conditional 
support experience more positive outcomes than youth whose mentors provide either low 



structure or unconditional support (Langhout, Rhodes, & Osborne, 2004). Mentors were most 
effective when they provided support contingent upon high expectations, while still allowing for 
active participation and independence. These findings align with outcomes associated with 
different parenting styles (Baumrind, 1991; Langhout, et al., 2004).  
 
Mentoring programs, when structured effectively, have the ability to provide youth participants 
with a wide range of positive benefits. It appears that those relationships that best address 
youths’ need to experience relatedness, competence and autonomy provide the greatest 
benefits. Certain considerations need to be taken at both the program and individual level in 
order to promote the development of positive mentoring relationships. Additionally, and 
perhaps most importantly, the efficacy of mentoring for youth from risk-laden environments 
lends support for the use of these programs as prevention interventions (DuBois et al., 2002). 
 
Youth Programs   
The development of positive relationships between participants and staff is often a natural 
byproduct of many youth programs, but evidence regarding the importance of these 
relationships should motivate program administrators and youth workers to intentionally design 
programs to promote the development of supportive adult relationships. Research in this area is 
lacking (Grossman, & Bulle, 2006) as SDT has only been examined in a limited number of 
studies exploring these contexts. Findings regarding youth-adult relationships in similar contexts 
can also provide guidance for youth program staff until more specific research findings become 
available. Given this orientation, we will explore the research-to-date in the area of youth 
programs and then follow it with work completed in similar settings. 
 
While the empirical examples in youth programs are limited, these studies do provide insight 
into the importance of youth-adult relationships within these contexts. For example, at a 4-H 
program for urban youth ages 5-19, survey results show that participants’ perceptions of 
positive relationships with adults in the program were positively related to program attendance 
as well as supportive adult behaviors (Paisley, & Ferrari, 2005). Anderson-Butcher, Cash, 
Saltzburg, Midle, & Pace, (2004) examined how relationships between youth organization staff 
and participants in a Boys & Girls Club program impacted academic outcomes. Relatedness was 
found to positively affect youth’s prosocial factors at school, such as enjoyment, trying one’s 
best, and helping others. These relationships also protected against antisocial factors such as 
getting sent out of class, being suspended, and other disciplinary actions. Findings from a study 
of an after school program aimed at increasing positive motivation in science classes showed 
that participants in the program exhibited higher levels of engagement in school and science 
class, autonomous motivation, and desire for learning for its own sake (Grolnick, Farkas, 
Sohmer, Michaels, & Valsiner, 2007). 
 
Camp Settings: 
Self-determination has also been investigated in residential summer camp settings for 
adolescents with diabetes (Hill, & Sibthorp, 2006; Ramsing, & Sibthorp, 2006). Perceived 
autonomy support positively predicted campers’ feeling competent at managing their diabetes 
(Hill, & Sibthorp, 2006). Ramsing and Sibthorp (2006) found that noncompetitive activities and 
camper-centered approaches to instruction predicted increased perceptions of autonomy 
support by girls and boys at diabetes camp. However, competitive activities and leader-centered 
approaches to instruction led to decreased perceptions of autonomy support for girls. Art 
activities led to more perceptions of autonomy support than sports, games, and athletics did, 



and older campers perceived more autonomy than younger campers. These studies show that 
the levels of competition and autonomy, as well as interpersonal processes in the youth 
program climate created by adults, have effects on youth’s perceptions of the provision of 
autonomy, relatedness, competence, and self-determination.  
 
Youth Leadership: 
Outcomes related to levels of youth leadership within programs have also been explored. Jones 
and Perkins (2006) found differences between demographic groups on perceptions of youth 
involvement in a collaborative after-school program for 13-18 year olds. Females and rural 
participants had more positive perceptions of youth involvement in the program when 
compared to males and urban participants. Additionally, youth participants and adults in youth-
led collaborations were significantly more positive toward youth involvement than those 
participants and adults in adult-led collaborations. In a similar study on leadership in youth 
programs, Larson, Walker, and Pearce (2005) examined qualitative differences between four 
high school programs that employed different approaches to youth involvement in program 
leadership. Youth-led approaches contributed to feelings of youth ownership of and investment 
in the program, which made them feel more competent and motivated within the program as 
well as other areas of their lives. For example, participants developed greater acceptance of 
diversity, and a greater commitment to their education. However, one of the risks of this 
approach was the possibility of getting off track from the goals. Adult-led approaches resulted 
in feelings of competence in technical skills, as well as in self-confidence, interpersonal skills, 
and a sense of responsibility. A risk of this approach was that adults could undermine youth’s 
ownership. This study’s suggestions coincide with other work in this area (Larson, 2006) that 
relationships between youth and adults should be intentionally balanced so as to keep work in 
the program on track while keeping youth actively invested. 
 
Sports: 
Sports represent another context where young people have opportunities to interact with 
adults, namely their coaches. Research has shown that coaches can developmentally impact the 
players on their teams. For example, findings from a study of the influence of coaches on 
competitive high school swimmers’ motivations suggest that controlling coaches negatively 
impacted swimmers’ motivations to participate in competitive swimming, whereas swimmers 
with non-controlling and autonomy supportive coaches exhibited higher levels of intrinsic 
motivation and persistence (Pelletier, Fortier, Vallerand, & Briere, 2001).  
 
It also appears that coaches’ ability to positively influence youth can be greatly enhanced 
through short-term training interventions. Findings from a study of social support training for 
coaches showed that players whose coaches participated in the two and a half hour training 
had more fun during the season and gave their coaches higher ratings than players whose 
coaches did not receive the same training (Smoll, Smith, Barnett, & Everett, 1993). The same 
study also found that boys with low self-esteem who played for the trained coaches 
experienced significant self-esteem growth over the course the season in comparison to the 
control group. These findings are particularly exciting in terms of promoting the development of 
supportive adult relationships because they show that short-term training interventions can 
improve preexisting youth-adult relationships and positively impact important internal capacities 
such as self-esteem. 
 



Youth program settings such as summer camps, after-school programs, and sports can be 
contexts where opportunities for autonomy, relatedness, and competence are provided by 
supportive adults. The structure of out-of-school time (OST) programs lends itself to the 
development of these important developmental processes, for in OST exists a greater freedom 
for youth to engage in relationships with non-parental and non-teacher adults in a nurturing, 
experiential climate. While youth may only spend a few hours per week with adults in OST 
settings, these interactions can be more intensive than student-teacher relationships due to 
lower youth-adult ratios and opportunities for engagement in a diverse array of activities. 
 

Practical Implications 
 
Although the majority of findings reviewed in this paper deal with contexts other than OST 
youth programs, it is our belief that this combined body of knowledge can inform youth 
organization policy and practice. Additionally, the tenets of SDT provide guidance for organizing 
these findings into an applicable framework for promoting relationships in youth programs. 
Organized youth programs, when structured appropriately, can provide a fertile context for 
youth to form relationships with positive adults in group settings outside of home or school. 
Youth programs are often more flexible than school settings that are constrained by curricula, 
policy, and the pressures of standardized testing. Youth programs can supplement the influence 
of the home and school by introducing youth to new people, ideas, and diversity of experiences 
that can help build social skills, and positively influence development.  
 
There exist several levels of influence within youth programs ranging from administrative policy 
to direct interactions between youth and adults. The following sections will outline an SDT 
framework of proposed best practices at the administrative and direct service levels for 
developing youth programs that promote supportive relationships between youth and adults. 
 
Administrative Best Practices  
Youth program administrators affect youth-adult relationships through program design and 
implementation. While the climate of a program is largely based on interactions between 
program staff and youth, administrative policy influences these relationships through hiring, 
programming, and policy. For example, school policy affects teacher-student relationships 
through adult-child ratios; length of contact between students and teachers; transitions and 
stability of contact; and school organization, climate, and culture (Pianta, 1999).  
 
Administrators need to develop policy and programming to create an environment that will 
enable participants to meet their need for relatedness through the development of positive 
relationships with program adults. As discussed earlier, appropriate levels of duration and 
frequency are necessary to optimize benefits inherent to youth-adult relationships. 
Administrators should make it clear during hiring and training that staff are expected to work 
for at least a year and develop positive personnel policies and working environments to support 
staff.  
 
Findings also show that youth-adult relationships are enriched through participation in social, 
structured, and unstructured activities (Grossman, & Bulle, 2006; Herrera et al., 2000). It is also 
important that youth play a role in the decision making and programming process; such a policy 
meets youths’ need for autonomy and appears to strengthen their relationships with adults 
(Herrera, et al., 2000). Administrators need to evaluate the breadth of their current program 



offerings and add additional components if the variety is lacking, as well as allow flexibility for 
the expression of youth voice (Ellis, & Caldwell, 2005) and decision making. 
 
The training of staff is another area where administrators can have an impact on their 
organization’s ability to meet youths’ need for relatedness, autonomy, and competence. 
Through the establishment of a quality and targeted training program, administrators can 
develop staff equipped to develop relationships with youth in a way that will promote autonomy 
and competence. Although the research is limited regarding the training of youth workers, 
short-term training programs for youth sports coaches appear efficacious (Smoll, et al., 1993).  
 
In order to promote the development of long-term, stable relationships, staff training programs 
should occur before and during programs (DuBois, et al., 2002; Jekielek, et al., 2002; Karcher, 
et al., 2005). Training should focus on teaching staff how to find ways to connect with youth to 
build positive youth-adult relationships. Two key predictors of such positive relationships are 
identifying similar interests for youth and staff, and creating environments in which youth feel 
comfortable seeking support from staff (Herrera, et al., 2000; Karcher, et al., 2005). Training 
should also focus more on building general youth worker/mentoring competencies rather than 
preparing staff to deal with specific at-risk behaviors since general levels of mentoring self-
efficacy have been shown to be better predictors of positive relationships than youths’ at-risk 
status (Karcher, 2005). Such a training program could consist of pre-mentoring workshops 
supplemented by regular, scheduled contact with program supervisors once mentoring begins. 
Continued administrative oversight of mentoring relationship helps ensure program 
implementation (DuBois, et al., 2002; Jekielek, et al., 2002). Research shows such supervision 
also leads to increased contact between mentors and mentees (Herrera, et al., 2000).  
 
Staff should understand the balance they need to establish in terms of structure, support, and 
activity participation. Research shows that youth gain the greatest benefits when adults provide 
moderate levels of structured and unstructured activities. Staff should also offer support based 
upon agreed-upon expectations for appropriate behavior (Langhout, et al., 2004). Program staff  
also need to understand the perspectives and experiences of youth, both as individuals and as 
members of unique contexts (i.e. family, community, ethnic, etc.; Larson, et al., 2005). 
Policy and staff training can create an environment and culture where supportive adult 
relationships thrive. Although further research is needed to validate these proposed best 
practices, findings from other contexts support their effectiveness. It is also worth noting that 
relationships between administrators and program youth leaders may affect relationships 
between youth leaders and youth. Accordingly, one way to prepare youth leaders to foster 
feelings of relatedness, autonomy, and competence among the youth is to provide these same 
conditions for youth workers.  Administrators’ efforts to enact policy, programming, and training 
procedures lay the foundation for the development of supportive relationships between youth 
and program staff. The following section presents ideas regarding how staff can most 
effectively interact with youth in order to promote competence and autonomy. 
 
Interpersonal Best Practices 
Direct interactions between youth and adults are the touchstone of youth’s feelings of 
connectedness to youth programs (Pearce, & Larson, 2006). Pianta (1999) suggests that such 
relationships can be thought of as a system comprised of: representations, feedback 
mechanisms, tolerances, timing of interactions, and contingency of interactions. While there are 
several different approaches to establishing supportive relationships with youth, many 



similarities exist across approaches that suggest that the provision of opportunities for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness lead to effective youth-adult relationships. 
 
Autonomy-supportive teaching styles are those in which teachers provide a sense of volition by 
being sensitive to students’ needs, and also affording choices to students (Soenens, & 
Vansteenkiste, 2005). Adults can support autonomy by providing information about options and 
actions; acknowledging feelings; incorporating student perspectives into activities; providing 
optimally challenging tasks; providing structure and guidance that demonstrate the reasons for 
certain behaviors; and minimizing a performance-based climate (Eisenman, 2007). Autonomy 
support can also occur in environments that include opportunities for youth to evaluate their 
own performances, have choices, learn how to find information, and understand rationales for 
behavior change that are relevant to them (Hill, & Sibthorp, 2006). 
 
Autonomy-supportive contexts are those that provide youth with a sense of personal choice and 
involvement, and are provided by adults who actively engage youth in being the agents of their 
experiences. In coaching contexts, group structures that are autonomy-supportive and mastery-
focused can promote self-determination to engage in physical activity (Standage, Duda, & 
Ntoumanis, 2003). When coaches provide adolescent athletes with a sense of choice, 
meaningful rationale for behaviors, and freedom from external pressure, athletes are more 
likely to internalize the positive values (e.g., goal-directed behavior, persistence, etc.) inherent 
to competitive sports (Pelletier, et al., 2001). Interactions with coaches lead to feelings of 
autonomy when the coach takes the athlete’s perspective, provides choice, reflects the other’s 
feelings, and encourages initiative. 
 
A competence-supporting environment is one that provides youth with positive feedback on 
their skill development and creates feelings of self-efficacy. Such experiences can lead to self-
determined motivation. Eisenman (2007) suggests that there are specific activities that adults 
can do to teach students to be self-determined by modeling problem solving, setting 
performance goals, monitoring completion of tasks, and evaluating products. Contexts that 
support youth’s needs for competence are those that also have a high quality of relatedness 
with the adult who appropriately organizes the activity to maximize skill-building, and provides 
effective positive feedback.  
 
While relatedness is a need that can be met within the provision of autonomy and competence, 
there are some steps that adults can take to meet the need of youth to feel related and 
connected to others. For example, in a review of studies on relationships between teachers and 
early adolescents with high-incidence disabilities, Murray (2002) suggested the following for 
improving relationships: 
 

• Recognize that youth need to feel supported by adults; 

• Provide students with opportunities to learn positive relationship skills with adults; 

• Learn more about students’ backgrounds, interests, and communities; 

• Develop increased awareness of classroom interactions; and 

• Model and expect appropriate behavior. 
 
Effective interpersonal behaviors can include talking to a child in a positive tone, giving a child 
clear directions, listening to a child, and using a child's name when talking to him or her 
(Paisley, & Ferrari, 2005). Such approaches to building relationships should be tuned to be age-



appropriate; for example, teens may find teachers’ frequent use of their names to be 
patronizing, whereas seven year old children may not.   
 
Individual youth characteristics should be considered as well. For example, in groups with 
students who have low-acceptance by peers or are aggressive, social skills training 
interventions can be used to focus on the affective quality of teacher-student interactions by 
increasing teacher support of students through proactive positive comments and gestures 
(Hughes, et al., 2001). Also, Guzick, Dorman, Groff, Altermatt, and Forsyth (2004) suggest that 
for youth who are low on social liking and social empathy, an appropriate approach by adults 
would be to foster good relationships with students by focusing on praise and refraining from 
ridicule; in other words, being “cultivators rather than weeders,” (p. 367). Youth’s need for 
relatedness can be met in contexts that are characterized by caring, interested, and sensitive 
adult role models. 
 
The interpersonal relationships between youth and adults can serve as opportunities to meet 
needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence. The meeting of such needs is integral to 
youth development, and can carry over into other parts of youth’s lives. While actual interaction 
time with adults in youth programs may be small when compared to interactions with adult 
family members and teachers at school, the experience of a diverse support system of caring 
adults strengthens youth by providing additional resources that promote their development. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The merit of youth programs lies in their ability to foster relationships between youth and 
supportive, caring adults. A SDT approach to relationship development organizes empirically-
based information and practices that can inform practitioners as they create supportive 
relationships that meet youth's needs.  The implications from this article represent not so much 
a new method of youth development, but a synthesized, youth-centered application of 
preexisting research and practice. While further research is needed to test this claim, it is 
believed that the application of this framework will result in increased participation in youth 
programs and psychological well-being. 
 
Note: The authors wish to thank Dr. Jan Hughes for her valuable support in the development of this 
article. This research was supported by the Elda K. Bradberry Recreation and Youth Development Chair. 
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