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Abstract. Very little has been published reporting on long-term outcomes experienced by young adults (aged 19
to 34 years old) who participated in 4-H youth development programs. We adopted Gambone et al’s (2002) frame-
work advancing three long-term outcomes for early adulthood: economic stability, health and well-being, and
community involvement. With cross-sectional survey methods, we compared long-term impacts between 693 Cal-
ifornia 4-H young adult alumni and 373 young adults in a U.S. general population sample who had not participated
in 4-H. The results demonstrated that 4-H alumni report more positive long-term outcomes than the U.S. general
population sample. The study contributes to the dearth of research around long-term outcomes, may be useful for
marketing and funding, and will help better understanding the public value of Extension.

INTRODUCTION

One shared goal of all youth development programming is to
provide opportunities to strengthen young people’s positive
development in order to help prepare them for adulthood
(Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2016). In the past 20 years, experts
have identified specific outcomes hypothesized to contribute
to positive youth development, including the 5 Cs (Lerner et
al., 2009), personal and social assets (NRCIM, 2002), devel-
opmental assets (Benson et al., 2006), or—more recently—
developmental outcomes (Arnold, 2018). Additionally, these
experts propose that specific program elements—those that
define the context of the 4-H involvement—nurture these
outcomes. The Big Three focuses on adult-youth relation-
ships, skill building, and youth leadership (Lerner, 2007;
Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003); SAFE refers to programming
that is sequenced, active, focused, and explicit (Durlak et al.,
2010); the idea of developmental context focuses on the con-
cept of “sparks, quality, relationships, engagement” (Arnold,
2018). The published literature that focuses on exploring
relationships between program elements (context) and out-
comes has increased in quantity (Arnold & Gagnon, 2019;
Hirsch et al., 2010; Smischney et al., 2018; Tracy et al., 2016).
In contrast, there is little published research that reports
long-term outcomes (i.e., outcomes experienced by emerg-
ing adults). Based on existing 4-H positive youth develop-
ment frameworks (e.g., Arnold, 2018; Dogan et al., 2012),
young people who participate in 4-H youth development
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programming should experience a more successful transi-
tion to early adulthood between the ages of 19 and 34, one
marked by economic stability, good health and well-being,
and community involvement (Gambone et al., 2002; Scales
et al., 2016; Temescal Associates, 2018). To date, researchers
have published little empirical data to support the idea that
participation in youth development programming as a youth
helps participants in this transition to adulthood.

INDICATORS OF EMERGING ADULT OUTCOMES

Gambone, et al. (2002) published one of the earliest and
most influential sets of indicators of success in emerging
adulthood. This framework measured three early adult out-
comes: (a) economic self-sufficiency (i.e., the ability able to
support themselves and their family, whether they graduated
from a four-year college, if they are employed full-time with
the ability or education to change jobs), (b) healthy fami-
lies and social relationships (i.e., adults are in good mental
and physical health, are good caregivers, and have positive
relationships with family and friends), and (c) community
involvement (i.e., being active contributors to their commu-
nity, showing low levels of illegal activity, and seeking out
opportunities to volunteer in community service positions).
These three theorized long-term outcomes have remained
prevalent in scholarship over the past 20 years.

The University of California 4-H Program advanced four
long-term outcomes: workforce preparedness, economic
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self-sufficiency, contributions to community, and healthy
lifestyles (Dogan et al., 2012). These long-term outcomes
were adapted from Gambone et al. (2002), with a delineation
between workforce preparedness and economic self-suffi-
ciency. Unfortunately, they present no metrics or assessment
strategies.

More recently, Arnold (2018) and Arnold & Gagnon
(2019) recognized and included indicators from Gambone et
al’s (2002) framework in developing the 4-H Thriving Model.
In published manuscripts, Arnold (2018) and Arnold & Gag-
non (2019) refer to health and well-being, economic stabil-
ity, and civic engagement. The 4-H Thriving Model of PYD
(n.d.) flower figure refers to academic or vocational success,
civic engagement, employability and economic stability, and
happiness and wellbeing. Still, there are no definitions for
these outcomes or proposed metrics for assessment.

Diverging from Gambone et al. (2002), three other
frameworks advance long-term impacts on early adult out-
comes possibly attributed to positive youth development
programming. Lerner et al. (2009) propose a thriving path-
way leading to “idealized personhood” with a different set of
long-term outcomes, including contribution to self, family,
community, and civil society, concurrent with reduced risk
behavior (p. 548). Hawkins et al. (2009) and O’Connor et al.
(2011) propose five domains: social competence, life satisfac-
tion, trust and tolerance of others, trust in authorities and
organizations, and civic action and engagement. Scales et al.
(2016) advance eight early adult outcomes: physical health,
emotional well-being, life skills, ethical behavior, healthy
relationships, educational attainment, educational and occu-
pational engagement, and civic engagement.

OUTCOMES FOR 4-H ALUMNI

The 4-H youth development program provides opportunities
which lead to positive youth development outcomes (e.g.,
Lerner et al,, 2013). For example, youth report developing
positive attitudes and skills related to civic engagement, aca-
demic achievement, and healthy living (Lerner et al., 2013).
The bulk of research on 4-H outcomes focuses on child or
adolescent program participants (i.e., current participants
of youth development programming); however, there are a
handful of studies that report how 4-H experiences translate
to adult life. Radhakrishna & Doamekpor (2009) found that
half of former 4-H members rated 4-H as more helpful in
teaching them about personal responsibility, communica-
tion, and leadership skills than other organizations in which
they participated. Mass et al. (2006) explored to what degree
Oklahoma 4-H alumni attributed the development of life
skills, such as critical thinking, goal setting, communication,
decision-making, and community service to 4-H or other
youth organizations. Participants were 223 “high-achieving”
former 4-H members (i.e., who had participated in state or
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national 4-H leadership activities) who had concurrently
participated in other youth organizations. While the find-
ings indicate that 4-H influenced the former members in
their development of many life skills, other youth organiza-
tions also played a role. Other studies describe the influence
the 4-H program had on 4-H alumni and how 4-H alumni
report the program had positive impacts on them as adults
(Radhakrishna & Sinasky, 2005; Fox et al., 2003; Ladewig &
Thomas, 1987). Some have explored 4-H’s role in alumni’s
community involvement as adults (Merten et al., 2014; Pen-
nington & Edwards, 2006) and how 4-H impacted success in
college and careers (Ratkos & Knollenberg, 2015; Anderson
et al,, 2010). Despite these studies with 4-H alumni samples,
there remains a lack of published research assessing long-
term outcomes from 4-H alumni based on established 4-H
youth development frameworks such as the Thriving Model
and the California 4-H Youth Development Framework.

METHODS

We undertook the present research to contribute to filling a
gap in reported or recorded long-term outcomes from previ-
ous 4-H participants. Based on Gambone et al. (2002), and
because the study was conducted with California 4-H alumni
based on a framework that adapted Gambone et al’s work
(Dogan et al.,, 2012), we adopted three long-term outcomes
to explore with an empirical cross-sectional survey study:
economic stability, health and well-being, and community
involvement. We had three research objectives:

1. Measure the impacts of 4-H experience reported by
adult 4-H alumni aged 19 to 34,

2. Compare long-term outcomes between 4-H alumni
who were very involved with 4-H to those who were
not very involved with 4-H, and

3. Compare differences between 4-H alumni and the
general U.S. population’s long-term outcomes in
early adulthood (aged 19 to 34).

We utilized cross-sectional online survey methodology
(Rea & Parker, 2005) with a California 4-H alumni sample
(n=693) and a comparable U.S. adult sample (n=373). The
study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of the
University of California in Davis.

MEASURES, RELIABILITY, AND ANALYSES

The survey instrument was designed by the National 4-H
Council and an external firm, Edge Research, Inc., to learn
more about 4-H alumni, measure the impact of 4-H on
alumni, and compare 4-H alumni to the general U.S. pop-
ulation. Edge Research, Inc. adapted the survey items from
other 4-H alumni studies based on hypotheses about how a
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4-H youth development experience may contribute to long-
term outcomes.

The first component (4-H Impact) consisted of 18 items
referencing areas in which 4-H participation as a youth
might impact their young adult life. These items were only
available to 4-H alumni and not the general population sam-
ple. Items were selected from previous 4-H alumni studies
and included life skills, college and career readiness, and
community involvement (see Table 2). Respondents selected

» «

one of four response options: “No impact,” “Impacted a lit-
tle,” “Impacted a lot,” and “Not sure/not applicable” We cal-
culated frequencies for individual items.

The second component (Long-Term Outcomes) con-
sisted of three scales in which questions were asked of both
the 4-H alumni and general population samples: (a) eco-
nomic stability (11 items; e.g., “I make a difference with my
work,” “T feel financially stable”), (b) health and well-being
(5 items; e.g., “I make it a priority to eat healthy;” “I am able
to keep my stress at manageable levels”), and (c) community
involvement (6 items; “I volunteer in the community regu-
larly;” “T like to make connections and introduce people”).
Each item had a five-point response option ranging from

“Does not describe me well at all” to “Describes me per-

fectly” We reverse-coded those items worded in the negative.
The internal consistency reliability for the three scales for the
California 4-H sample was adequate when calculated with
Cronbach alpha: economic stability (a=0.78), health and
well-being (a=0.72), and community involvement (a=0.73).
We created composite variables for the three scales using the
mean scores (and dropping any missing items and calculat-
ing means for remaining items). We then compared samples
using independent sample t-tests and calculated effect size
using Cohen’s d.

The survey also included demographic questions about
gender, race/ethnicity, current age, and years in 4-H (as
youth) (see Table 1). Furthermore, we added a 4-H alum-
nus-specific item: “How involved were you in 4-H?”. We
grouped the responses in two groups: those who responded
“minimally” to “moderately” (n=178, 25.7%) and those who
responded “very” to “extremely” (n=515, 74.3%).

SAMPLES

We administered the survey from August 5, 2021, to January
2,2022, to 37,003 California 4-H alumni who were members
between 2008 and 2020; 693(n) 4-H alumni who were 19 to
34 years old at the time of data collection responded to the

Table 1. Demographics for Participants Aged 19-34 Years Old (Two Samples)

California 4-H Alumni  U.S. General Population®

Demographic Variable N=693 N=373
n % n %
Gender
Female 505 72.9 201 53.9
Male 187 27.0 171 45.8
Non-Binary, Other 1 0.1 1 0.2
Ethnicity
Non-Hispanic or Latino 626 90.3 307 82.3
Hispanic or Latino 67 9.7 66 17.7
Race®
White 586 84.6 286 76.7
Black or African-American 8 1.2 47 12.6
American Indian or Alaska Native 8 1.2 4 1.1
Asian, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 38 5.5 19 5.1
Multiple Races, Undetermined, Other, Preferred Not to Say 53 7.6 17 4.6
Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
Age (at time of survey) 23.6 (3.3) N/A«
Years in 4-H 6.74 (3.3) N/A

*Source: National 4-H Council and Edge Research, Inc., 2019. *California Sample demographics based on data from the

4-H enrollment system entered when respondents were 4-H youth members and matched to their present study survey

response. “General population survey asked age with categories (ordinal scale).
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survey, with a response rate of 1.9%. The low response rate
was expected given that young people tend to change email
addresses frequently, and others had used a parent/guardian
email to which they no longer had access.

The National 4-H Council, through Edge Research, Inc.,
administered the survey to the comparable U.S. adult pop-
ulation from May 15 to June 4, 2019 (n=1,124 total; filtered
to 19- to 34-year-old participants resulted in n=373) using
industry-standard panel services (Callegaro et al., 2014). We
obtained the U.S. general population sample raw data under
a data sharing agreement (National 4-H Council and Edge
Research, Inc., 2019).

FINDINGS

We report the following findings for each of the three
research objectives.

MEASURE THE IMPACTS OF 4-H EXPERIENCE

REPORTED BY ADULT 4-H ALUMNI (AGED 19 TO 34)

More than two-thirds of California 4-H alumni responded
that 4-H impacted them a lot in fostering a sense of responsi-
bility, developing leadership skills, and cultivating confidence
in public speaking (see Table 2). More than half responded

with other life skills, character, and being a good citizen. Few
4-H alumni reported 4-H helping them achieve financial sta-
bility, choose a college, select a college major or career, or live
a healthy lifestyle.

COMPARE LONG-TERM OUTCOMES BETWEEN

4-H ALUMNI WHO WERE VERY INVOLVED

WITH 4-H TO THOSE WHO WERE NOT

We compared the means with independent samples ¢-tests
for each of the three dependent variables (economic stabil-
ity, health and well-being, and community involvement)
between those who indicated they were very or extremely
involved in 4-H to those who were minimally or moderately
involved (independent variable). The t-tests showed statisti-
cal significance for all three long-term outcomes (see Table
3). The means for all three long-term outcomes were higher
for the very/extremely involved 4-H alumni group, indicating
that those who were very/extremely involved as 4-H mem-
bers now report more positive long-term outcomes as early
adults. The effect size measured using Cohen’s d was medium
for economic stability (0.30) and community involvement
(0.38) and small for health and well-being (0.25) (Lakens,
2013).

Table 2. California 4-H Alumni Responses to the Question: “Here are some ways that a 4-H experience during
your youth might have impacted your life and who you are today. For each, please indicate if 4-H impacted that

aspect of your life in any way.”

N No impact Impacted a little Impacted a lot
n (%) n (%)
Fostering a sense of responsibility 657 19 (2.9) 141 (21.5) 497 (75.6)
Developing leadership skills 659 43 (6.5) 140 (21.2) 476 (72.2)
Confidence in public speaking 660 73 (11.1) 149 (22.6) 438 (66.4)
Creating confidence 657 36 (5.5) 191 (29.1) 430 (65.4)
Developing practical life skills 656 32(4.9) 196 (29.9) 428 (65.2)
Trying new things 664 25(3.8) 211 (31.8) 428 (64.5)
Developing character and values 658 36 (5.5) 196 (29.8) 426 (64.7)
Being independent 659 37 (5.6) 200 (30.3) 422 (64.0)
Being a good citizen 650 42 (6.5) 215 (33.1) 393 (60.5)
Succeeding in work and career 632 75 (11.9) 220 (34.8) 337 (53.3)
Becoming civically engaged 646 95 (14.7) 274 (42.4) 277 (42.9)
Being more tolerant 633 124 (19.6) 256 (40.4) 253 (40.0)
Interest in science 643 179 (27.8) 281 (43.7) 183 (28.5)
Achieving financial stability 621 240 (38.6) 208 (33.5) 173 (27.9)
Choosing your career 629 241 (38.3) 223 (35.5) 165 (26.2)
Living a healthier lifestyle 648 205 (31.6) 278 (42.9) 165 (25.5)
Selecting a college major 615 281(45.7) 181 (29.4) 153 (24.9)
Selecting a college 617 352 (57.1) 150 (24.3) 115 (18.6)

Note. N is calculated after removing respondents who selected “Not sure/not applicable”
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Table 3. How Involved Were You in 4-H? (California 4-H Alumni Sample; N=695)

4-H Involvement Very to Extremely Minimally to Moderately

Mean Difference t P Cohen’s d
Long-Term Outcomes N Mean (SD) N Mean (SD)
Economic Stability 473 3.69 (.67) 147 3.46 (.87) 23 3.53  .001 0.30
Health and Well-Being 475 3.52(.82) 146 3.31(.84) 21 2.67 .008 0.25
Community Involvement 476 3.14 (.77) 146 2.81 (.94) .33 442  .001 0.38

Note. Participants responded on a Likert scale from 1 to 5 scale where 5 corresponded to a more positive long-term outcome.

Table 4. Comparison Between California 4-H Alumni and U.S. General Population Early Adult (Aged 19 to 34 Years Old) Samples on

Three Long-Term Outcomes

California 4-H Alumni U.S. General Population

Long-Term Outcomes N Mean (SD) N Mean (SD) Mean Difference ! P Cohen’sd
Economic Stability 620 3.64 (.70) 369 2.98 (.87) .65 13.0 .001 0.84
Health and Well-Being 621 3.47 (.82) 369 3.07 (.84) .40 7.28 .001 0.48
Community Involvement 622 3.06 (.81) 360 2.62 (.94) 44 7.70 .001 0.50

Note. Participants responded to questions on a 1 to 5 scale with 5 corresponded to a more positive long-term outcome.

COMPARE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN 4-H ALUMNI

AND THE GENERAL U.S. POPULATION’S LONG-TERM
OUTCOMES IN EARLY ADULTHOOD (AGED 19 TO 34)

We compared the means with independent samples ¢-tests
on the three dependent variables (economic stability, health
and well-being, and community involvement) between the
California 4-H alumni sample and the U.S. general pop-
ulation sample (independent variable). The t-tests were
statistically significant for all three long-term outcomes
(see Table 4). The means for the 4-H alumni sample were
higher for all three long-term outcomes, indicating that
4-H alumni reported more positive long-term outcomes as
early adults than comparable adults who did not participate
in 4-H (see Figure 1). The effect size was large for economic
stability (0.84) and medium for community involvement
(0.50) and health and well-being (0.48).

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Opverall, our findings affirm previous empirical work report-
ing the positive impacts of 4-H on knowledge related to a
variety of life skills, although the specific rank order differs
from previous samples (e.g., Fox et al., 2003). We extended
previous understanding in two ways. First, we differentiated
participants’ level of program involvement by asking partic-
ipants to report their level of engagement as a 4-H member;
engagement is one of four factors in the developmental con-
text in the 4-H Thriving Model (Arnold, 2018). This find-
ing contrasted with previous methodologies that focused
on former 4-H members who were high achieving or who
participated in significant 4-H experiences (e.g., Anderson,
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etal.,2010; Mass, etal., 2006). Additionally, we utilized a much
larger sample size, which helped minimize some sources of
potential bias; our study had more than 650 respondents
compared with 264 alumni from Southeast Nebraska (Fox
et al,, 2003), 114 alumni from Montana (Flynn et al., 2010),
168 from Pennsylvania (Radhakrishna & Sinasky, 2005), 435
alumni from Texas (Merten et al., 2014), or 65 alumni from
Georgia (Powell et al., 2021).

The most significant contribution of our work, albeit
with limitations (discussed below), was to begin to fill
the dearth of empirical evidence on long-term outcomes
hypothesized by positive youth development frameworks
(e.g., Arnold, 2018; Dogan et al., 2012; Gambone et al., 2002).
Our results demonstrate that 4-H alumni show better long-
term outcomes on three factors (economic stability, health
and well-being, and community involvement) than a com-
parable U.S. general population sample. The large difference
in economic stability between the 4-H alumni sample and
U.S. general population sample was surprising, particularly
as 4-H alumni generally rated the impact of 4-H lower on
achieving financial stability than other life skills (Table 2).
We also found medium effect sizes between samples on
health and well-being and community involvement. This
finding may indicate that participating in 4-H youth devel-
opment programming as a young person may be associated
with more positive early adult long-term outcomes; however,
an alternative explanation may be selection bias, that is, 4-H
program participants may have had more positive trajecto-
ries to begin with and/or more opportunities or available
resources than their peers.

Volume 61, Issue 2 (2023) mma
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4-H Alumni Comparison to General Population

=13.0; p<.01 =7.28.0; p<.01 1=7.70; p<.01
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Figure 1. Comparison of 4-H alumni to U.S. general population samples on

three long-term outcomes.

We hope our work begins to pave the way for additional
empirical efforts to advance understanding of the long-term
outcomes experienced by youth who participate in 4-H or
other youth development programs. Ultimately, these long-
term outcomes demonstrate the value and positive impacts
4-H youth development programming can have on individ-
uals.

On a more practical level, these results will be useful
in pursuing funding opportunities and recruitment efforts.
They may also help the public better understand the value of
Extension 4-H programming and how it may help improve
economic, health, and community conditions.

There were several limitations to our work. First, there
was selection bias in who responded to the survey, with
those who had been extremely or very involved responding
at a greater frequency than those who were only moderately
or minimally involved; this likely caused positivity biases in
the data. Second, the survey instrument was developed ini-
tially for marketing purposes by National 4-H Council and
Edge Research, Inc. and thus may have suffered from validity
and/or reliability issues, although the internal consistency
reliability was statistically adequate. Third, we recognize
that the timing of data collection—one sample collected pre-
COVID-19 pandemic and the other during—likely contrib-
uted to inherent differences in responses due to changes in
society and economic realities. Fourth, caution must be used
when interpreting comparisons between the 4-H alumni
and comparable U.S. samples. Our methods do not allow
for causal interpretation. More research is needed to fully
understand how 4-H involvement may foster more positive
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long-term outcomes than those experienced by people who
were not involved in 4-H. Finally, the U.S. general popula-
tion sample was collected using online survey panels, which
have their own limitations—they require participants to have
access to the Internet, there are often data integrity issues
from false responses or careless answers, etc.

CONCLUSION

For Extension educators: Youth development programs strive
to support young people in becoming successful adults. As
recent empirical research demonstrates, high-quality youth
development programming is associated with stronger
youth development outcomes (Lewis et al., 2021); however,
until recently, national Extension programs have not been
guided by a theoretical, scientifically-based youth develop-
ment framework. This condition has changed with the emer-
gence of the 4-H Thriving Model of PYD (Arnold & Gagnon,
2020). We recommend adoption of the 4-H Thriving Model,
and other youth development programs may want to adopt
another theory and empirical-based model. This should
ensure high-quality programming to support youth in thriv-
ing and developing robust long-term outcomes into early
adulthood. Extension educators should utilize the Thriving
Model to guide program development and implementation,
professional development, and evaluation to ensure a nour-
ishing developmental context.

For researchers: We encourage future researchers to
measure and report the long-term outcomes of their previ-
ous program participants. Because of the lack of empirical

Volume 61, Issue 2 (2023) mmma
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literature, there is a need to advance our understanding using
multiple methods (including qualitative methods) and theo-
retical frameworks (i.e., not limited to Gambone et al. 2002
or more recent frameworks). Better understanding of the
long-term outcomes experienced by 4-H alumni may allow
the development of stronger, evidence-based youth develop-
ment frameworks.
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