
Take a moment and think about an adult who was influential 
in your life when you were young. What did they do that 
made a difference to you? Chances are, their actions 
constituted a developmental relationship, though they 
probably didn’t know this at the time. 

Search Institute has laid out a Framework for Developmental 
Relationships that pinpoints five elements that make for the 
strongest developmental relationships: 1) expressing care, 2) 
challenging growth, 3) providing support, 4) sharing power, 
and 5) expanding possibilities. Each of these elements also 
has specific behaviors related to it. 

According to research, the greater number of strong 
relationships a young person has, the more likely they are to 
respect the feelings of others, to be motivated in school, to 
try their best, to maintain friendships, and to take responsibility for 
their own actions, and more. In short, there is a correlation between 
Developmental Relationships and youth gaining skills they need to be 
successful in life. Dr. Peter Benson, a youth development researcher 
said, “Nothing—nothing—has more impact in the life of a child than 
positive relationships.” 

For more than 100 years, University of Illinois Extension’s 4-H Youth 
Development program has provided young people with such positive 
relationships with caring adults. A recent local survey demonstrates 
young people feel the impact. During the summer of 2019, teenagers in 
the 4-H program serving Fulton, Mason, Peoria, and Tazewell counties 
were asked about their views of 4-H adults by rating the truth of a 
variety of statements that corresponded to several characteristics of 
developmental relationships. The results were inspiring. 

In looking at how 4-H adults shared power, 96% of youth said that 4-H 
adults took them seriously, 97% indicated that they were treated fairly, 
and 94% felt respected. 

When it comes to challenging growth, 96% of youth indicated that 4-H 
adults expected them (youth) to do something positive with their 
future, and 88% said that adults stretched them in new ways and 
helped them to see future possibilities. 

Finally, teens also suggested that 4-H adults expressed care, with 91% 
saying that 4-H adults liked them, 93% felt adults paid attention to 
them, and 88% saw that 4-H adults invested time in them.  

To learn more, visit Search Institute at www.search-institute.org/
developmental-relationships/ or 4-H Thriving Model at helping-youth-
thrive.extension.org/.  

Local survey results demonstrate positive aspects of 
youth and adult relationships in 4-H 

Forming relationships with caring 

adults has long been a pillar of the 4-H 

Program. For youth, positive 

relationships lead to positive outcomes 

such as higher grades, a stronger sense 

of community identity, the ability to set 

and meet goals, and decreased risk 

behaviors. 
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