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Abstract: A state-wide survey was conducted in a Midwestern state
with randomly selected adults (n = 1229) to determine their perceptions
of youth program importance, effectiveness, and activity structure
(competitive and/or cooperative). Public opinion was overwhelmingly
supportive in describing youth programs as “very important” (64.5%) for
promoting youth development. However, indications of program
effectiveness for preventing adolescent problem behaviors (55.5%
“somewhat effective”) were not as strong. In addition, cooperative-
structured activities (74.8%) were preferred over competitive-oriented
activities (16.7%) as having more positive results for youth
development. Implications for practitioners, policy makers, and social
scientists are discussed.

Public Opinions of Youth Development Programs

Programs for youth in non-school settings have been part of the U.S. non-formal educational
system for over 100 years and have been examined extensively for promoting positive youth
development in terms of asset building, resiliency, problem prevention, risk and protective
factors, strategies for success, and theoretical frameworks for community youth development
(Benson, 1997; Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 2004; Deschenes, McDonald,
McLaughlin, 2004; Kress, 2004; National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2002;
Perkins & Borden, 2003; Pittman, Irby, & Ferber, 2000; Roth, Brooks-Gunn, Murray, & Foster,
1998; Small & Memmo, 2004; Scheer, 1997). Successful youth programs have been identified
as those that not only target development of problem-free youth, but also prepare youth to be
fully engaged in society (Perkins, Borden, & Villarruel, 2001; Pittman, Irby, & Ferber, 2000).

While there has been extensive research concerning youth development programs and other
studies examining adult beliefs toward adolescents and their ability to contribute to their
communities (Hein, 1998; Zeldin & Topitzes, 2002), there has been a lack of research-based



information about public perceptions of youth programs for positive youth development. The
support of the general public is important for youth programs, as are parent(s) of children who
participate in programs, donors, or others who are directly involved. As such, public opinion is
much like any other stakeholder group in influencing which programs are socially acceptable
(Donnermeyer, 2000). Therefore, as practitioners, policy makers, and prevention scientists
work toward practical models of positive youth development, the public’s support for youth
programs will be essential for future funding, community involvement, and ultimately, program
sustainability. The synergy between youth and communities has been suggested by Pittman
(2006) as the next paradigm shift: “from youth participation for youth development to youth
contributing to communities and communities supporting youth as partnerships for community
change” (p. 20).

Since positive public opinion of youth programs is hypothesized as a key catalyst for successful
youth outcomes in communities, it is also relevant to determine public beliefs about program
activity structure for positive youth development. One key question is the type of activities the
general public finds acceptable and prefer. American cultural values emphasize competition,
but this preference is tempered by concerns about the fairness of competition, as evidenced by
recent news headlines about cheating by a few coaches, parents, youth advisors, and youth
participants (Alder, 2006; Callahan, 2004). In addition, leaders of both school and non school
youth programming do not design and implement activities in a vacuum. There are many
stakeholders beyond youth themselves who potentially influence, for better or worse, the type,
quantity and longevity of youth programs, including parents/guardians, volunteer helpers,
school, church, political and other leaders at the local, state, and national levels, and the
general public itself.

Regardless of how much so-called “science” forms the foundation of youth development
programs, public perceptions affect the local and national political context in which these
programs must operate (Donnermeyer, 2000). For this reason, we focus on the general public
as one important stakeholder group. Further, it is one for which little or no research has been
completed. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to examine public opinions of youth
programs in a Midwestern state for their perceptions of program importance, effectiveness, and
activity structure (competitive and/or cooperative).

Methods
Sample
The population for this study is all state-wide citizens who are of voting age (>18 years of age).
The sampling frame consisted of 1,500 respondents selected through the random digit dialing
method for telephone surveys utilized by a research one university survey research center. The
sample was constructed to be generalizable across the state for sex, location, and ethnicity.

A final sample of 1229 adults from throughout a Midwestern state was surveyed. Sixty percent
of the sample were female and 40% were male. Demographic characteristics reported most
frequently are as follows: respondents were 39 year old or younger (31.2%), married (58.8%);
high school graduates (34.5%), live in a small town or village that is not next to a city of 50,000
or more persons (32.1%), household income between $26,000 - $50,000 (33.1%), and
Caucasian/white (90.5%). Refer to Table 1 for specific demographic characteristics for the
study’s sample.



Table 1

Sample Description
1212 Respondents 60% Females 40% Males
(n=738) (n=491)
Age < 40 years 40 — 49 years 50 - 59 years > 59 years
31.2% 23.4% 18.2% 27.1%
(n=382) (n=286) (n=223) (n=332)
Marital Status Married Divorced/ Single/ Widow(er)
Separated Never Married
58.8% 12.5% 19.0% 9.8%
(n=722) (n=153) (n=233) (n=120)
Education Less than high High School Some College College
school diploma Graduates or 2-Yr. Degree Graduates
10.8% 34.5% 28.6% 26.1%
(n=133) (n=424) (n=351) (n=320)
Place of Residence City Suburb of city Small town or Farm/
village open country
19.1% 26.4% 32.1% 22.4%
(n=235) (n=324) (394) (n=275)
Household income $25,000 or less $26,000 — $51,000 — $76,000 —
$50,000 $75,000 and above
25.7% 33.1% 22.4% 18.7%
(234) (301) (204) (n=170)
Ethnicity Caucasian/ African American/ Other
white black ethnicities
90.5% 6.4% 3.0%
(n=90.5%) (n=78) (n=37)
Measures

Procedures as established by Dillman (1978; 2000) for developing telephone survey questions
were followed. Standard survey questions were used to measure the demographic variables of
sex, age, place of residence, household income, ethnicity, education, and marital status. The
youth development program questions were measured with five Likert-type items.

For “importance” of youth programs, the sample was asked, “How important is it for youth to
participate in non-school youth programs that promote youth development, such as Boy/Girl

Scouts, 4-H, and Girls Clubs?” Response categories were, “very important,
important,” “not very important,” and “not important at all.”
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For “effectiveness” in youth programs to prevent problems behaviors, respondents were asked,
“How effective are non-school youth programs in preventing adolescent problem behaviors of
crime, delinquency, or drug use?” Response categories were, “very effective,” “somewhat
effective,” “not very effective,” and “not at all effective.”

For “activity environment or program structure,” the adults were asked, “which of the two
programs will have the most positive results — competitive programs or cooperative programs?”
To further understand beliefs about program structure in regards to positive youth
development, respondents were asked, “how likely is it that programs in which children
compete against each other will result in positive development?” and “how likely is it that
programs in which children work together on something will result in positive development?”
Both questions had response categories of, “very likely,” “somewhat likely,” and “not very
likely.”

Results
Descriptive Statistics
Results targeted public perceptions of youth development in terms of importance, effectiveness,
and activity structure (competitive — cooperative). For importance, respondents were asked
about how important it was for youth to participate in non-school youth programs that promote
youth development. Most of the sample (64.5%, n = 782) believed it was “very important.” See
Table 2.

Table 2
Frequency and percent values for perceptions of importance of
youth participation in non-school programs

Descriptor Frequency Percent
Very important 782 64.5
Somewhat important 359 29.6
Not very important 49 4.0
Not at all important 22 1.8

Note. Total n = 1212

Minimal demographic variations were found for the variables of sex, age, income, education,
and race according to the percent of respondents who perceived youth development programs
as “very important” (most frequently reported perception), for promoting youth development.
The percent values for sex ranged from 67.9% (females) to 59.5% (males), for age ranged
from 67.9% (60 and older) to 62.4% (39 and younger), for household income 60.4% ($76,000
or more) to 65.5% ($25,000 or less), for education 68.6% (some college/two-year degree) to
61.2% (less than high school), and for race 72% (African American/black) to 63.9% (other),
white/Caucasian was 64%. Demographics for the “importance” of youth development program
variables with differences greater than 10% were martial status and location. For perceptions of
“very important” for youth to participate in non-school youth development programs, martial
status variable ranged from 74.2% (divorced/separated) to 56.1% (single/never married), and
the location variable ranged from 69.9% (farm/open country) to 57.6% (suburb of city).

For effectiveness, the sample was asked how effective are non-school programs in preventing
adolescent problems behaviors of crime, delinquency, or drug use? Over half of the sample
(55.5%, n = 643) believed that non-school programs are “somewhat effective”, while about a
third perceived non-school programs as “very effective.” See Table 3.



Table 3
Frequency and percent values for perceptions of effectiveness of
non-school youth programs in preventing adolescent problem behaviors

Program Structure Frequency Percent
Very effective 381 32.9
Somewhat effective 643 55.5
Not very effective 101 8.7
Not at all effective 34 2.9

Note. Total n = 1229

Minimal demographic variations were found for the variables of sex, age, martial status and
race according to the percent of respondents who perceived these youth programs as
“somewhat effective” (most frequently reported perception) in preventing adolescent problem
behaviors. Demographics for the “effectiveness” of youth programs with differences greater
than 10% were household income, education, and location. For “somewhat effective”
perceptions of youth programs in preventing problem behaviors, the income variable ranged
from 63.0% ($76,000 or more) to 50.7% ($25,000 or less), education ranged from 57.8%
(four-year degree/graduate school) to 44.5% (less than high school), and location ranged from
62.7% (suburb of city) to 47.5% (city).

Three questions were used to determine the type of program structure (competitive,
cooperative) that is best to promote positive development. The first question asked respondents
which type of program will have the most positive results (i.e., for youth development and
problem behavior prevention). Almost three-fourths of the sample (74.8%, n = 882) indicated
cooperative programs would bring about positive results. See Table 4. Minimal demographic
variations (less than 10%) were found for those respondents who indicated cooperative-
structured programs as having the most positive results for youth development, except for the
sex variable. More females (79.1%) than males (68.4%) selected cooperative programs for
having the most positive results.

Table 4
Frequency and percent values for perceptions of
program structure type to promote positive youth outcomes

Program Structure Frequency Percent
Cooperative Activities 882 74.8
Competitive Activities 197 16.7
Cooperative/Competitive Activities 100 8.5

Note. Total n = 1229

The two other questions inquired into how likely is it those programs in which children compete
against each other or work together on something will result in positive youth development. A
little over a quarter of the sample (26.3%, n = 314) reported that it was “very likely” that
competitive programs resulted in positive development (Figure 1), in comparison to 68.5% (n =
831) who responded as “very likely” that cooperative programs resulted in positive development
(Figure 2). Even though respondents perceived positive benefits from both types of programs, it
is clear they were more supportive of those that utilize cooperative philosophies and practices.
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Discussion

The findings point toward overwhelming public support for non-school youth development
programs. Public opinion of youth programs was viewed as “very important” for promoting
youth development. In regards to the perceived effectiveness of youth programs for preventing
adolescent problem behaviors, a majority of the sample thought youth programs were
“somewhat effective.”

This is the first known investigation which has examined public opinions about the influence of
program activity structure for positive youth development. The study found cooperative
structured activities (youth working together) were selected by almost 75% of the respondents
as compared to competitive-oriented activities (youth compete against each other) as having
the most positive results for youth development. These findings are interesting since it is often
believed U.S. cultural values are competitive-oriented from organized youth sports to non-
school programs or events, such as fair or show competitions. This finding corresponds to the
research literature that has established the benefits of cooperative learning environments for
positive youth development in relation to competitive or individual learning contexts (Ames,
1981; Ginsburg-Block, Rohrbeck, & Fantuzzo, 2006; Johnson, D.W. & Johnson, R.T., 1989;
1992; Junge, Manglallan, & Raskauskas, 2003).

Demographic variations were minimal indicating a fair degree of uniformity in public opinion.
For differences greater than 10%, some of the notable findings included females perceiving
cooperative-structured programs more often (about 11%) than males for having the most
positive results in youth programs. However, the research literature is mixed in the area of sex
differences for cooperative or competitive preferences (Cabrera, Crissman, Bernal, Nora,
Terenzini, & Pascarella, 2002; Knight & Chao, 1989). Also for the demographic variables of
marital status and location, respondents who were divorced/separated and from the farm/open
country perceived youth programs as “very important” for youth development as compared to
single/never married respondents from the suburbs.



Conclusion

The implications of these findings are encouraging for youth development organizations to
argue for continued or increased funding of their programmatic efforts. Positive public
perception of youth programs are essential as federal, state, and local officials make decisions
about appropriating funds in a climate where social and human-related services efforts are
often the first to be reduced or eliminated. In addition, programs focusing on positive youth
development outcomes should consider activity structures that follow cooperative learning
strategies, which are not only supported by evidence-based research, but by public opinion as
producing more positive results for youth development than competitive-structured
environments.

We recommend additional research on public perceptions of youth-programming, as one
limitation of this study is its focus on only one state. Further, we strongly encourage additional
research on perceptions of program importance, effectiveness, and activity structure among
other key stakeholder groups, especially community leaders, parents, volunteers and program
leaders/practitioners. Their support is vital for effective programming and should not be
ignored.
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