	
	
	Research Poster



Perspectives of Teen Leadership Program Directors in Northeast Florida on Recruitment and Realized Outcomes
Kiera Packer
South Dakota State University
Berg Agriculture Hall 162, Box 2207
Brookings, SD 57007
605-688-5133
kiera.packer@sdstate.edu

Sarah A. Bush
University of Florida
P.O. Box 110540
Gainesville, FL 32611-0540
352-273-2613
sab5271@ufl.edu

Laura L. Greenhaw
University of Florida
P.O. Box 110540
Gainesville, FL 32611-0540
352-294-6766
laura.greenhaw@ufl.edu

Kate Fogarty
University of Florida
P.O. Box 110310
Gainesville, FL 32611-0540
352-273-3517
kfogarty@ufl.edu









Perspectives of Teen Leadership Program Directors in Northeast Florida on Recruitment and Realized Outcomes 
Introduction
Youth leadership programs are a real-world way of shaping the energy that youth possess into meaningful community contributions (Redmond & Dolan, 2016). These programs build the skills and leadership foundations (Crocco et al., 2022; McDonough et al., 2018) that can lead to thriving youth and the ability to make change in their community. However, understanding how youth are recruited, what influences their engagement, and what outcomes result is essential for program success. Some identified barriers to participation include a lack of awareness, unaffordability, conflict in schedules, transportation issues, distance, and the feeling of exclusion from the program itself (Avent & Jayaratne, 2017). Additionally, perceived support from guardians can show a positive correlation with youth participation and engagement (Anderson et al., 2023) as context and systems in a youth’s life make an impact. 
The environment of the programming itself is important for youth engagement by keeping an engaging approach (Sjogren & Melton, 2021). Peer behavior also contributes to the program environment with disruptions and bullying limiting engagement (Sjogren & Melton, 2021). At times, less participation from minority populations has been negatively correlated with perceived parent/guardian support (Anderson et al., 2023). Older youth may also be more difficult to recruit and retain (Greene et al., 2013). Involvements in other programs lead to less retention (Meeks Baney & Jones, 2013) because youth have more available opportunities and conflicting responsibilities as they grow older into their teenage years. While these previous studies have provided a foundation for understanding recruitment and realized outcomes, few studies have asked program directors about their perceptions and influence on these.
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore program directors' perspectives of recruitment strategies and factors that influence intended outcomes and participation in agricultural teen leadership programs in Northeast Florida.
1. How do program directors describe the recruitment process for their agricultural teen leadership programs?
2. How do program directors describe the factors that influence realized outcomes for youth in agricultural teen leadership programs?

Theoretical Framework
In this study, the theoretical framework is grounded in relational development systems (RDS) metatheory (Overton, 1975), Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) bioecological model, and positive youth development ([PYD]; Lerner et al., 2014). These three models serve as a means to explain how one develops in their context based on different factors. Further aiding in exploring views of youth engagement in teen leadership programs and ultimately leading to thriving youth. 

Methods
This phenomenological, qualitative study used a pre-survey to collect demographics, followed by semi-structured interviews to assess the lived experiences of program directors in agricultural teen leadership programs. Eleven program directors from eight of the 17 counties in the Northeast Florida region participated. This included four FFA advisors, five University of Florida 4-H Extension Agents, one director of a Florida Farm Bureau leadership program, and one director of a non-profit faith-based service agricultural program. We created an interview protocol of 20 questions using existing literature (Anderson et al., 2023; Avent & Jayaratne, 2017; Ballard et al., 2021; Crocco et al., 2022; Dickey et al., 2020; Greene et al., 2013; Lerner et al., 2014; McDonough et al., 2018; Meeks Baney & Jones, 2013; Puxley & Chapin, 2021; Sjogren and Melton, 2021). Two researchers used a constant comparative method to analyze data. We separated the interview data into meaning units. We employed an inductive approach, beginning with open coding and then axial coding, to condense categories and identify themes. 

Results
There were four themes that emerged for recruitment strategies: (1) outreach and events, (2) communication channels, (3) reputation, and (4) peer encouragement/recruitment. Outreach and events included two subcategories: events and organization partnerships. Communication channels involved social media and other communication channels such as email, 4-H systems, and social media. Reputation referred to the program’s reputation in the community. Peer encouragement/recruitment was discussed by word-of-mouth and involved current members. Involving current members included bringing current members to share their first-hand experiences with prospective members.
When discussing realized program outcomes, program directors discussed what kept youth around and what limited their participation. Four major themes emerged as factors that influence realized outcomes of teen leadership programs: (1) why they join and stay; (2) other priorities; (3) other opportunities; and (4) barriers related to access. The theme, “why they join and stay,” was comprised of five subcategories: financial, interest/fun, adult-youth relationships, sense of belonging, and food as a motivator. Other priorities included academics, responsibility/youth-driven, and voluntary nature of programs as subcategories. Other opportunities encompassed competing programs, program collaboration over competition, and perception of program functions. Finally, barriers related to access comprised of ten subcategories transportation, scheduling, technology, funding and cost of participation, communication channels, director/manager lack of time and one [wo]man show, school and parental support, prerequisites, language barrier, and in-school vs. out-of-school access.

Conclusions, Discussion, and Recommendations
This study reveals a connection between recruitment and youth engagement related to realized outcomes, which are shaped by outreach, communication, and peer influence. Youth stay in programs for reasons like fun, belonging, and supportive adult relationships. However, they often face challenges such as academic pressures, competing opportunities, and logistical barriers. Directors emphasized the importance of peer recruitment in attracting members. While communication channels like social media and online platforms are important for recruitment, a lack of communication channels or the right communication channels can also limit access. 
Using PYD, Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model, and RDS metatheory, the study highlights the importance of context and systems in shaping youth participation. Reputation and relationships influence youths’ likelihood to join and stay. The ability to take on responsibility and provide youth-driven experiences can lengthen the participation of youth. To foster thriving youth, programs should work to reduce barriers and prioritize relationships and belonging. Research prioritizing which barriers are most prevalent, and impact engagement could greatly reduce these barriers. Additionally, we recommend program directors consider who is not participating along with why they do not attend to provide more opportunities for more youth. We also recommend they consider ways to add more youth-driven experiences for programs that are intended to have youth participate for longer than a year. 
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