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Connecting the Dots: Youth Development Frameworks and 
the Essential Elements of 4-H

“A pilot has hundreds of instruments but, in times of 
crisis, is trained to focus on a few critical indicators of a 
plane’s condition. A physician has available thousands of 
tests to diagnose disease but begins with any patient by 
taking the ‘vital signs.’ In like manner, the Circle of 
Courage [Essential Elements of 4-H] marks the critical 
indicators, the vital signs for positive youth development. 
However complex our curriculum or counseling systems, 
we must never lose sights of the basics: All children need 
opportunities to experience Belonging, Mastery, 
Independence, and Generosity [emphasis added].” – 
Brendtro et al. 2005

With a plethora of youth development research and theories to 
scour and assess, deciding how to best support Positive Youth 
Development (PYD) can be daunting. However, a review of 
numerous frameworks proposed and validated by researchers 
and practitioners highlights that many seamlessly converge 
within the same basic foci: belonging, mastery, independence 
and generosity. This particular terminology was coined by 
Brendtro et al. in 1990 and combined within a framework 
called the Circle of Courage. Roughly a decade later, the 
Circle of Courage was adopted by 4-H Youth Development, 
and internally rebranded as the Essential Elements of 4-H 
(Kress 2003). By aligning program focus with the Essential 
Elements framework, 4-H Youth Development professionals 
are employing PYD indicators supported by a century of 
respected research and practice.

In order to more clearly understand how existing indicators of 
PYD align with the Essential Elements, a detailed table (see 
Figure 1) was developed, which demonstrates the connections 
between over a dozen youth development frameworks and 
illuminates their alignment with the Essential Elements. 
Further information about the frameworks highlighted in 
Figure 1 is detailed below in chronological order of each 
framework’s introduction to the field of youth development.

The Four Hs

The 4 Hs of the 4-H Youth Development program were coined 
early in the 20th century by pioneering program leaders 
striving to define core program values.

Records maintained by Iowa State University Extension (2017) 
and the Iowa 4-H Foundation (2017) give credit to O.H. 
Benson and Josephine “Jessie” Field Shambaugh, both school 
superintendents and Iowa 4-H program leaders, for selecting 
“head,” “heart,” and “hands,” in 1907, and O.B. Martin, a 
South Carolina 4-H program leader, for suggesting the fourth 
H, “health,” in 1911. In addition to core program values, the 
Hs also represent four branches of life skill development: 
thinking, managing (head), relating, caring (heart), giving, 
working (hands), and being, living (health; Hendricks 1998 
National 4-H Council 2017).

Self-Esteem & Self-Worth 
Research

Long before the Circle of Courage, Stanley Coopersmith, a 
renowned pioneer in the field of self-esteem research, 
concluded that one’s self-esteem is based on his/her feelings of 
significance (acceptance, attention, affection), competence 
(mastery, success, self-efficiency), power (self-control, earned 
respect, influence), and virtue (worthiness, value to one’s 
cultural and community; Coopersmith 1967). In 1983, Susan 
Harter, a developmental psychologist, built upon 
Coopersmith’s four antecedents of self-esteem, adding control 
(power and control, as one dimension) and restricting virtue to 
moral virtue alone (Gonzalez-Mena 2009; Harter 1983). Alfie 
Kohn, a well-known voice in progressive education and self-
worth research, also postulates the existence of four basic 
youth needs: collaboration, content, voice, and virtue (Kohn 
1993; Jones 2011).

The Circle of Courage

The Circle of Courage was developed by Larry Brendtro, 
Martin Brokenleg, and Steve Van Bockern, who first 
showcased the model in Reclaiming Youth at Risk (1990). 
Their combined backgrounds in psychology, children’s 
behavior disorders, Native American studies, theology, and 
education lead to a simple, yet profound, PYD framework that 
integrates traditional Native American child caring wisdom 
with positive psychology and resilience research.
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The Circle of Courage shifts our attention regarding the 
problems of youth from a deficit focus to one that promotes 
youths’ strengths and developmental needs. The framework 
identifies “four universal needs of all children: Belonging, 
Mastery, Independence, and Generosity. When these needs are 
met, children grow and thrive. But when these needs are 
frustrated, multiple problems follow” (Brendtro et al. 2005; see 
Figures 1 and 2 for element descriptions).

The Developmental Assets

The Search Institute’s Developmental Assets Framework 
(2007) is based on developmental systems theory and suggests 
thriving in youth occurs when “active, engaged, and 
competent” youth are paired with “receptive, supportive, and 
nurturing ecologies” (Benson 2007).

The concept of developmental assets was first mentioned in 
1990 by Peter Benson, a psychologist, who served as the 
president of the Search Institute from 1985 to 2011. Along 
with the Circle of Courage, the Development Assets 
Framework was one of the first models to focus on building 
strengths within youth rather than focusing on problems. The 
framework includes 40 assets categorized into internal (e.g., 
honesty, a sense of purpose, a commitment to learning) and 
external factors (e.g., family support, positive adult role 
models, family/school boundaries) which promote PYD. Both 
internal and external assets are critical, suggesting both the 
youth and their environment are important for positive 
development. Benson (2007) proposed that the greater the 
number of assets a youth has, the more likely they are to 
experience positive outcomes in multiple contexts.

Resilience Research

Resilience research describes youth needs as protective factors, 
or conditions that promote healthy development despite the 
presence of adversity. Bonnie Benard (1991), a prominent 
theorist in the field of prevention education, has identified four 
protective factors for youth: social competence (attachment), 
problem-solving skills (achievement), autonomy, and a sense 
of purpose and future (altruism). Brendtro et al. (2005) also 
believe resilience research indicates four basic protective 
factors. Although the terminology is slightly different, the 
themes are consistent: attachment, achievement, autonomy, 
and altruism. Resilience research is in agreement with the 
Circle of Courage and Developmental Assets Framework in its 
intentional rejection of the “pathology” model of youth 
development, a problem-focused approach that dominated 
youth development research in the 20th century.

The Cs Model

The Cs model of youth development is intended to define the 
developmental characteristics needed for youth to thrive and 
be successful, contributing members of society. Introduced in 
the early 1990s by Rick Little, founder of the International 
Youth Foundation, as the Four Cs of connection (positive 
bonds with other individuals and organizations), competence 
(domain-specific, positive view of self-actions), character 
(respect, morality, integrity), and confidence (global positive 
self-worth; Little 1993; Pittman et al. 2000; definitions from 
Bowers et al. 2010). Lerner (1995) expanded the Cs model into 
the Five Cs by adding caring (capacity for sympathy and 
empathy). Currently, some researchers argue that contribution 
(to self, family, community, and civil society; definition from 
Zarrett and Lerner 2008) should be included as a sixth C, while 
others feel contribution is the result of the first five Cs, not an 
element of its own (Arnold 2013).

The Targeting Life Skills Model

The Targeting Life Skills model was developed in the mid-
1990s by Patricia Hendricks, a former Extension Youth 
Development Specialist at Iowa State University Extension, to 
aid 4-H staff with program planning and evaluation (Hendricks 
1998). Grounded in youth development and resilience 
research, the model identifies 35 specific skills that young 
people develop through 4-H (e.g., leadership, goal setting, 
positive values, critical thinking). The targeted life skills are 
displayed on a wheel and are organized according to their 
alignment within the four Hs (i.e., head, heart, hands, and 
health). Hendricks defines ‘life skills’ as abilities that help an 
individual to be successful in living a productive and satisfying 
life.

The Critical Elements of 4-H

Nearly 95 years after the program first began, 4-H began the 
lengthy process of conducting its first national impact study 
which led to the identification of Eight Critical Elements. 
Forty-five youth development professionals from 23 states met 
in 1997 to discuss and design the National 4-H Impact 
Assessment Project (Peterson et al. 2001). After an extensive 
literature review, the Eight Critical Elements, a collection of 
program characteristics that result in positive outcomes, were 
developed; elements included:
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Figure 1. Youth development frameworks aligned within the Essential Elements of 4-H. The original table has been modified to fit on two pages. We 
recommend you view the table in its entirety by placing the pages side-by-side.
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a positive relationship with a caring adult, a safe physical and 
emotional environment, an inclusive environment, engagement 
in learning, the opportunity for mastery, the opportunity for 
self-determination, the opportunity to see oneself as an active 
participant in the future, and the opportunity to value and 
practice service for others. Over the next few years, the 
National 4-H Impact Assessment Project conducted a multi-
state survey of over 2,400 youth and 400 adults, which 
validated the elements as critical to successful PYD (Peterson 
et al. 2001).

The Community Action 
Framework for Youth 
Development

The Community Action Framework for Youth Development 
(Connell and Gambone 1998) was developed by James P. 
Connell, co-founder of the non-profit Institute for Research 
and Reform in Education, and Michelle Alberti Gambone, 
sociologist and founder of non-profit Youth Development

Strategies Inc. Their combined background and leadership in 
the youth, school, community, and policy sectors influenced 
their development of a comprehensive framework combining 
the fundamentals of youth development with community 
conditions. The Community Action Framework highlights the 
interconnectedness between community supports and 
opportunities for youth with long-term outcomes for youth 
(Gambone and Connell 2004). It includes individual-level 
youth outcomes (e.g., learning to be productive) as well as the 
environmental factors needed to reach such outcomes (e.g., 
multiple supportive relationships with adults and peers). The 
framework is organized into five sequential components; the 
third component, ‘increase supports and opportunities for 
youth,’ most closely aligns with other PYD frameworks. This 
component includes multiple supportive relationships with 
adults and peers, meaningful opportunities for involvement 
and membership, challenging and engaging activities and 
learning experiences, and safety.

The Essential Elements of 4-H

In 2003, Cathann Kress, National 4-H Program Director from 
2002–2008, reviewed 4-H program evaluation data and found 
PYD was most effectively facilitated when 4-H intentionally 
included the four Circle of Courage elements in its 
programming. Kress then consolidated the previously 
identified Eight Critical Elements within the Circle of 
Courage, keeping the vocabulary and meaning of the Brendtro 
et al. (1990) model constant (Figure 2), but internally 
rebranding the framework as the Essential Elements of 4-H. 
The Essential Elements (belonging, mastery, independence, 
and generosity) are considered necessary within all 4-H Youth 
Development programs and projects.

Developmental Relationships

Quality relationships between youth and adults have long been 
recognized as critical for effective youth development 
programming. In 2012, Junlei Li, a professor of psychology, 
along with graduate student Megan Julian, presented four 
features that make up high-quality developmental 
relationships. Li and Julian pulled from Bronfenbrenner’s 
(1979) definition of interactions, considering the four features 
highlighted by Bronfenbrenner to be the ‘active ingredients’ in 
promoting positive development in any youth setting. 
Bronfenbrenner, a developmental psychologist who is best 
known for developing Ecological Systems Theory, defined the 
optimal conditions for developmental relationships:

“Learning and development are facilitated by the 
participation of the developing person in progressively 
more complex patterns of reciprocal activity with 
someone with whom that person has developed a strong 
and enduring attachment and when the balance of power 
gradually shifts in favor of the developing person.” – 
Bronfenbrenner 1979
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Figure 2. Essential Elements of 4-H definitions.

From this, Li and Julian (2012) specify the four features of 
developmental relationships as attachment (positive and 
appropriate connections), progressive complexity, balance of 
power, and reciprocity (commitment to one another’s well-
being, positive dependence). They suggest that developmental 
relationships apply to not only two people, as mentioned by 
Bronfenbrenner, but also to groups.

Conclusion

Indicators of Positive Youth Development (PYD) have been 
conceptualized in a variety of ways, often making it difficult 
for youth development professionals to determine which 
framework best fits their program’s needs. Figure 1 highlights 
that the PYD indicators of various well-known youth 
development frameworks are not only similar in theme but 
align neatly within the four Essential Elements of 4-H (i.e., 
Circle of Courage). This alignment indicates that the Essential 
Elements (belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity) 
are supported by an impressive history of respected research 
and practice. 4-H Youth Development professionals can 
confidently utilize the Essential Elements framework to guide 
program development, implementation, and evaluation.

Note

The concept for Figure 1 grew from a similar figure designed 
by the authors and collaborators for a previous publication 
(Weybright et al. 2016).

References

Arnold, M. 2013. Mary Arnold on the 5 (or is it 6?) C’s of 
Youth Development. Oregon 4-H Morning Clover Blog.

Benard, B. 1991. Fostering Resiliency in Kids: Protective 
Factors in the Family, School, and Community. Western 
Regional Center for Drug-Free Schools and Communities.

Benson, P.L. 2007. Developmental Assets. In Approaches to 
Positive Youth Development 33–58, R.K. Silbereisen and 
R.M. Lerner, eds. Sage: Thousand Oaks, CA.

Bowers, E.P., Y. Li, M.K. Kiely, A. Brittian, J.V. Lerner, and 
R.M. Lerner. 2010. The Five Cs Model of Positive Youth 
Development: A Longitudinal Analysis of Confirmatory 
Factor Structure and Measurement Invariance. Journal of 
Youth and Adolescence 39: 720–735.

Brendtro, L., M. Brokenleg, and S. Van Bockern. 1990. 
Reclaiming Youth at Risk. Our Hope for the Future. National 
Educational Service: Bloomington, IN.

Brendtro, L., M. Brokenleg, and S. Van Bockern. 2005. The 
Circle of Courage and Positive Psychology. Reclaiming 
Children & Youth 14(3): 130–136.

Bronfenbrenner, U. 1979. The Ecology of Human 
Development: Experiments by Nature and Design. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press.

FS261E  |  Page 7  |  extension.wsu.edu

WSU EXTENSION  |  CONNECTING THE DOTS: YOUTH DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORKS AND THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF 4-H

http://blogs.oregonstate.edu/morningclover/2013/04/11/mary-arnold-on-the-5-or-is-it-6-cs-of-youth-development/
http://blogs.oregonstate.edu/morningclover/2013/04/11/mary-arnold-on-the-5-or-is-it-6-cs-of-youth-development/
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED335781.pdf
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED335781.pdf


 

Connell, J., and M. Gambone. 1998. Youth Development in 
Community Settings: A Community Action Framework. 
Working paper. Philadelphia, PA: Institute for Research and 
Reform in Education and Youth Development Strategies, Inc.

Coopersmith, S. 1967. The Antecedents of Self-Esteem. San 
Francisco: W.H. Freeman.

Gambone, M., and J.P. Connell. 2004. The Community Action 
Framework for Youth Development. The Prevention 
Researcher 11(2): 17–20.

Gonzalez-Mena, J. 2009. Child, Family, and Community: 
Family-Centered Early Care and Education 206–208.

Harter, S. 1983. Developmental Perspectives on the Self-
System. In Handbook of Child Psychology, Socialization, 
Personality and Social Development 275–385, P. Mussen, ed. 
John Wiley & Sons: New York.

Hendricks, P.A. 1998. Developing Youth Curriculum Using 
the Targeting Life Skills Model: Incorporating 
Developmentally Appropriate Learning Opportunities to 
Assess Impact of Life Skill Development. Iowa State 
University Extension.

Iowa State University. 2017. Explore 4-H: The Four H’s.

Iowa 4-H Foundation. 2017. National 4-H Hall of Fame 
Inductees: Oscar H. Benson.

Jones, V.F. 2011. Practical Classroom Management, 1st ed. 
Boston: Pearson/Allyn and Bacon Publishers.

Kohn, A. 1993. Punished by Rewards: The Trouble with Gold 
Stars, Incentive Plans, A’s, Praise, and Other Bribes. Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin.

Kress, C. 2003. The Circle of Courage in Practice: The 4-H 
Club Study. Reclaiming Children and Youth 12(1): 27.

Lerner, R.M. 1995. America’s Youth in Crisis. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.

Lerner, R.M. 2004. Liberty: Thriving and Civic Engagement 
Among American Youth. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Li, J., and M.M. Julian. 2012. Developmental Relationships as 
the Active Ingredient: A Unifying Working Hypothesis of 
“What Works” across Intervention Settings. American Journal 
of Orthopsychiatry 82(2): 157–166.

Little, R.R. 1993. What’s Working for Today’s Youth: The 
Issues, the Programs and the Learnings. Paper presented at the 
Institute for Children, Youth, and Families Fellows 
Colloquium Michigan State University: East Lansing, MI.

National 4-H Council. 2017. 4-H Pledge.

Peterson, B., G. Gerhard, K. Hunter, L. Marek, C. Phillips, and 
A. Titcomb. 2001. Prepared and Engaged Youth Serving in 
American Communities: The National 4-H Impact Assessment 
Project. Washington, D.C.: National 4-H Headquarters.

Pittman, K., M. Irby, and T. Ferber. 2000. Youth as Effective 
Citizens: Background Report and Recommendations. 
Washington DC: International Youth Foundation.

Search Institute. 2007. 40 Developmental Assets for 
Adolescents (ages 12–18). Minneapolis, MN: Search Institute.

Weybright, E., L. Hrncirik, A. White, M. Cummins, M. Deen, 
and S. Calodich. 2016. “I felt really respected and I know she 
felt respected too”: Using Youth-Adult Partnerships to 
Promote Positive Youth Development in 4-H Youth. Journal 
of Human Sciences and Extension 4(3).

Zarrett, N., and R.M. Lerner. 2008. Ways to Promote the 
Positive Development of Children and Youth. Washington, 
DC: Child Trends.

FS261E  |  Page 8  |  extension.wsu.edu

WSU EXTENSION  |  CONNECTING THE DOTS: YOUTH DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORKS AND THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF 4-H

https://www.extension.iastate.edu/4h/explore
https://www.iowa4hfoundation.org/index.cfm/31887/2058/oscar_h_benson
https://www.iowa4hfoundation.org/index.cfm/31887/2058/oscar_h_benson
https://www.iowa4hfoundation.org/index.cfm/31887/2058/oscar_h_benson
https://4-h.org/about/what-is-4-h/4-h-pledge/


Copyright 2017 Washington State University

WSU Extension bulletins contain material written and produced for public distribution. Alternate formats of our educational 
materials are available upon request for persons with disabilities. Please contact Washington State University Extension for more 
information.

Issued by Washington State University Extension and the U.S. Department of Agriculture in furtherance of the Acts of May 8 and 
June 30, 1914. Extension programs and policies are consistent with federal and state laws and regulations on nondiscrimination 
regarding race, sex, religion, age, color, creed, and national or ethnic origin; physical, mental, or sensory disability; marital status 
or sexual orientation; and status as a Vietnam-era or disabled veteran. Evidence of noncompliance may be reported through your 
local WSU Extension office. Trade names have been used to simplify information; no endorsement is intended. Published January 
2018.

 

FS261E  |  Page 9  |  extension.wsu.edu

WSU EXTENSION  |  CONNECTING THE DOTS: YOUTH DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORKS AND THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF 4-H


