
 
 
 

 
 
 
The Eight Essential Elements of a 4-H Experience (for adults) 
- It’s Not Rocket Science! 
 
1. A Caring Adult  
 A caring adult is actively involved as an advisor, guide, coach and mentor. He or 

she helps set boundaries and expectations for young people and could also be 
described as a supporter, friend and advocate. Note: it does not say an adult 
who is organized or who has all the answers! The key adjective is “caring.”  Look 
for:  
• 4-H leaders who address members by first names,  
• Know the interests of individual members, and  
• Pay attention to their other activities including those outside of 4-H. 

 
2. Safe Environment  
 Youth should not fear physical or emotional harm while participating in the 4-H 

experience—from the environment itself, adults, other participants or spectators.  
Look for:  
• Club groups that do not tolerate bullying, cliques or put downs.  
• Children younger than 4th grade are not allowed to show livestock other than a 

bottle/bucket animal. 
• Our Child Protection & Safety Program, screening volunteers. 
• Leaders plan safety aspects into meetings, camps, trips, etc.  

 
3. Mastery 
 The opportunity for mastery includes building knowledge, skills, wisdom and attitudes, and 

then demonstrating their use. The level of mastery depends on the ability or interests of 
the individual youth. It is a process that evolves, sometimes over a period of years, and is 
not a one-time experience. This element supports the 4-H concept of hands-on learning.  
Look for:  
• Members growing in projects that capture their interest.  
• Eventually, they may assist or mentor other members in this area.  
• An exhibit or presentation to demonstrate what they have learned.  



 
 
 

 
4. Futuristic 
 The opportunity to see oneself as an active participant in the future is crucial to the 

development of young people.  This ability is to harness hope and optimism for 
achieving that future. Some youth see no future for themselves or a future without them, 
and that is a tragedy.  Look for:  
• Club members drawing on their various project interests to help choose possible 

career paths. 
• Members looking forward to being on county council. 
• Officers planning the upcoming year. 
• The club sharing excitement about a future activity. 

 
5. Service 
 The opportunity to value and practice service for others has been a part of the 4-

H experience for a century now! Its premise is that finding yourself often begins 
with losing yourself in the service of others. Service is a way for members to gain 
exposure and contribute to the larger community and the world itself.  Look for:  
• Community service projects–individually, as a club, or with other community 

groups.  
• Service can also be within the club, as older members assist and mentor younger 

members.  
 
6. Inclusive Environment 
 An Inclusive Environment fosters a sense of belonging in all members. It 

encourages and supports the members and offers encouragement with positive 
and specific feedback. Healthy groups celebrate the success of all members taking 
pride in the collective efforts of all.  Look for:  
• Club members encouraging each other during fair judging.  
• Members feel that they belong to a specific club as well as a county and state 

organization.  
• Club signs, banners and t-shirts identifying their clubs and state with the 4-H Clover 

emblem.  
• Members inviting and welcoming new members. 
 

7. Engagement 
 Engagement is essential in learning and life! An engaged youth is interested in 

the subject and the people in the group, developing an understanding of both 
the subject and him/herself. By learning through experience, the engaged 
learner has a higher degree of self-motivation and an inexhaustible capacity to 
create!  Look for:  
• Members of various ages doing a community service project.  
• Members working together, planning activities and laughing while they are involved in 

recreation.  
• Watching members grow and mature as they plan and lead club activities and events, 

and go from first year members to officers.  
 



 
 
 

 
8. Self-Determination 
 Having the opportunity for Self Determination is believing that you have impact 

over life’s events rather than passively submitting to the whims of others. It is 
learning about yourself, your talents and interests. Young people must develop a 
sense of influence over their choices as well as the consequences of those 
choices. Then, they can become self-directing, independent adults.  Look for:  
• Club members choosing projects, exhibits, or to serve as club officers.  
• Self evaluation includes questions such as “what went well, what will you do differently 

next time, etc.”  
• Members choosing and planning club activities. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

. . . and justice for all 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, religion, age, disability, 
political beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or family status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Many materials can be made available in alternative formats for 
ADA clients. To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 
20250-9410 or call 202-720-5964. 
 
Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Jack M. Payne, director, 
Cooperative Extension Service, Iowa State University of Science and Technology, Ames, Iowa. 


