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Rationale:

As a public organization, Extension has a duty to develop engaged citizens.  
This engagement is meant for youth, as well.  Furthermore, “civically 

active youth present a remarkable opportunity for advancing 

Extension programs and significantly contributing to the development 
of new programs and policies…. Building on this opportunity, active 

youth can be a cornerstone of Extension efforts designed to improving 
local well-being” (Brennan, Barnett, & Baugh, 2007).   Paying attention to 

what leadership and civic engagement literature indicates as keys to 
success will increase Extension’s ability to develop youth who are leaders 

today, as well as in the future.

Process:

This research was part of an effort to define program outcomes goals for 

Minnesota 4-H Youth in leadership, engagement, and self-directed learning. 

The research team was part of the 2007/2008 Evaluation Fellows Program 

at the University of Minnesota.  The year-long educational experience was 

designed to increase the strength and usefulness of evaluation within out-of-

school time programs by enhancing the capacity of non-profit organizations 

that deliver such programs.  This team focused on a literature review to 

inform the leadership and civic engagement outcome.

A key word search of research materials from 2001-2008 along with 

significant organizations and individuals guided the literature review.

A full annotated bibliography on Youth Leadership and Civic Engagement 

was created and is currently available at: 

http://www.extension.umn.edu/youth/00029.pdf

Defining Leadership:

The research team offers these “favorite” youth leadership definitions:

• Someone who makes decisions that enhance the entire group or 

organization and who supports the values of fairness, integrity, and 

dependability. (Libby, Sedonaen, & Bliss, 2006, p. 17)

• The involvement of youth in responsible, challenging action that meets 

genuine needs, with opportunities for planning and decision making. 

(Kress, 2006, p. 51)

• A relational process combining ability (knowledge, skills, and talents) 

with authority (voice, influence, and decision-making power) to positively 

influence and impact diverse individuals, organizations, and communities. 

(MacNeil, 2006, p. 29)
• From a “strong citizenship” view, leadership involves leaders who are 

focused on developing civic agency of others. (Boyte, 2008)

¡Surprise! 

Literature on youth leadership and youth

civic engagement say much the same thing!

Keys to Success:

Strong Youth-Adult Partnerships

In youth-adult partnerships based on trust and shared responsibility, 

all have the potential to learn from each other and are valued for their 

unique experiences, resources, skills, and perspectives, regardless of 

age.  “Young people and adults share learning and leadership allow 

them to become co-creators of community” (DesMarais, J., Yang, T., & 

Farzanehkia, F. (2000).  Organizations must provide invest in 

adequate training for adults to work with youth and vice verse. 

“Authentic” Youth Leadership, Power, and Participation 

Adults learn and hone leadership skills by practicing leadership, and 

so must youth.  But we must understand that youth as leaders are 

different than adults as leaders.  Youth have less experience and 

authority and different concerns than adults, and they also serve in 

leadership roles for a shorter role span than adults in leadership roles. 

Rather than trying to “strengthen youth power,” Cathann Kress (2006) 

suggests participation in decision-making is key. Tied to this is 

recognizing youth not as “leaders of tomorrow” but instead as leaders 

of today; failure to do so limits their power and restricts their view of 

themselves as actors sharing in decision-making today. 

Service Learning ≠ Civic Engagement

Organizations often promote youth participation in service to avoid the 
“messy politics” of the community, but individual service doesn’t 
prepare youth for democratic citizenship. Understanding civic 

engagement as more than “service,” adults and youth together must 

delve into the history and causes of community problems, not just 

help deal with their consequences. 

Leadership in the Context of Community

Youth work and youth development happens in communities, not just 

youth programs.  Democratic communities need youth in the decision-

making process; diversity of ideas in community decision-making is 

crucial.   But, as noted, communities and organizations need to listen 

to and be willing to follow youth. 

Leadership in the Context of Positive Youth Development

When engaging youth leaders in community building, the principles of 

positive youth development still apply.  Planned leadership outcomes 

for individual youth and groups of youth must be consistent with the 

organization’s other planned outcomes (example: focus on youth 

development versus youth organizing).

Evaluation:

Youth engagement and voice is needed from start to finish, and 

participatory research and evaluation provides strong potential for 

youth organizations to achieve this.  Any knowledge generated must 

be shared with all stakeholders, including youth.  

Applying Positive Youth Development:

The four basic needs that all young people have fit into what the field of 

youth development refers to as The Essential Elements of Youth 

Development.

Belonging: Youth need to know they are cared about and accepted by 

others. 

Mastery:  The development of skills, knowledge, and attitudes followed 

by the competent demonstration of these skills and knowledge. 

Independence:  Youth need to know that they are able to influence 

people and events through decision-making and action.  

Generosity:  Young people need to feel their lives have meaning and 

purpose. 

The “Essential Elements Program Planning Tool,” found at 

http://4htools.cals.arizona.edu/assessmentTool.cfm, is an online tool 

practitioners can easily reflect on their own youth programs and 

experiences.  After using the online tool, practitioners are immediately 

directed to a comprehensive set of resources for program improvement 

based on their self-assessed needs.

Conclusion:

Developing youth leaders of today is a natural extension of Extension’s 

focus on positive youth development. Applying the Essential Elements 

along with the Keys to Success can result in youth who operate in 

partnership with adults, learn leadership through real-life practice, 

exercise their voice in making choices that affect themselves and those 

around them, and understand community problems in a way that 

empowers them to make positive change.

http://4htools.cals.arizona.edu/assessmentTool.cfm

