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Summary 

 
The Erie County 4-H Program serves over 500 youth annually with high quality 

youth development programming. Yet, our 4-H Program is less diverse racially and 

ethnically than the population of our county. Recent progress has been made to increase 

the participation of youth from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds in 4-H. Even 

while experiencing many benefits of participation, these youth have discussed 

situations where they have felt unwelcome in some 4-H settings. The Erie County 4-H 

Program decided that it needed to learn more about how youth of color in 4-H were 

feeling and how all youth in 4-H were being prepared to interact effectively with people 

of different backgrounds. We conducted a needs assessment to understand the level of 

intercultural competence in our program and the extent to which 4-H is effectively 

serving diverse populations of youth. Our needs assessment showed both assets and 

needs in terms of building intercultural competence and creating a sense of belonging 

for all youth in Erie County 4-H.   

 

Based on this feedback, we conducted initial interventions to build intercultural 

competence in 4-H. Our activities have shown that actively addressing issues related to 

diversity, equity, and inclusion can contribute to building positive youth outcomes for 

our 4-H members. 
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Introduction 

 
The Erie County 4-H Program has been serving youth for over 100 years with high 

quality youth development programming in topics including agriculture; science, technology, 
engineering, and math (STEM); healthy living; and civic engagement. When 4-H began in Erie 
County, it primarily focused on serving rural communities with agriculture and family & 
consumer science programs. As demographics shifted and people moved away from farms, 4-H 
has slowly expanded its work to include programs beyond agriculture. Yet, we continue to serve 
mostly rural and suburban youth, who identity primarily as White. Our reach to youth in urban 
areas is limited, where more than half the population identifies as non-White (including Black, 
Latinx, Asian, multiracial, and Native American). According to 2017 Census data for Erie County, 
NY, 75.3% of the population was White, with the remainder of the population identifying as a 
member of a population group other than White. Currently, only 10% of our enrolled 4-H 
members identify as youth of color. As we become a more diverse nation and community (Pew 
Research Center, 2019), it is important that the Erie County 4-H Program works toward 
becoming a diverse and welcoming program that helps all youth feel a sense of belonging, 
preparing them to have meaningful interactions with their peers of all backgrounds. 

Embracing diversity and inclusion are critical for the continuation of our 4-H Program as 
they are essential elements for positive youth development, workforce readiness, and program 
sustainability. In terms of positive youth development, intercultural competence is listed as an 
outcome indicator for the NYS 4-H Program, along with “applying knowledge and skills to foster 
a diverse and inclusive learning environment” (Cornell Cooperative Extension, 2017). 
Intercultural competence is the ability to demonstrate effective and appropriate behavior and 
communication in intercultural situations. Individuals who are interculturally competent are 
able to see from other people’s perspectives and respond in ways that other people would 
want to be treated (Deardorff, 2006). Cultural competence is also one of 40 Developmental 
Assets in the youth development framework created by the Search Institute (Search Institute, 
2006).  As for workforce readiness, the ability to work with diverse populations is an essential 
workforce skill, as employers seek job applicants who have strong interpersonal skills (Sumner, 
Turner, and Burrow, 2018). Further, as demographics continue to shift, the ability of 4-H to 
reach new audiences will be essential for maintaining membership in our program. 

In the last 15 to 20 years, the Erie County 4-H Program has taken steps to increase the 
ethnic and racial diversity of our 4-H participants. In 2001, we were awarded CYFAR (Children, 
Youth, and Families At Risk) funding through the U.S. Department of Agriculture and used that 
funding to run civic engagement programs in Lackawanna and Buffalo, primarily with youth of 
color. We have also run a variety of afterschool STEM programs at community partner 
organizations in the City of Buffalo. Yet, until recently, we had difficulty maintaining consistent 
programming in urban areas. In 2013, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Erie County, which runs 
the Erie County 4-H Program, hired, for the first time, an Urban 4-H Educator who was tasked 
with building up 4-H in urban areas. Shortly after being hired, the organization received a 
second CYFAR grant that was again used for civic engagement work, through the Youth 
Community Action model, primarily with youth of color in Buffalo and Lackawanna.  

Over the course of five years working on this grant, the Urban 4-H Educator worked 
closely with over 70 youth of color from Buffalo and Lackawanna, some of whom stayed in the 
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program for all of high school. As these youth interacted with the larger 4-H program, they built 
leadership skills and gained numerous benefits from 4-H. At the same time, however, they also 
faced experiences of discrimination, exclusion, and negative attention that left them feeling 
uncomfortable, especially at state 4-H events. This information was being reported as individual 
incidents to the Urban 4-H Educator and 4-H club leaders, but it was not being collected in a 
methodical way. We also did not know how White youth were feeling about these changes to 
the 4-H Program. 

To more systematically collect information about how the Erie County 4-H community 
was experiencing increased interaction with diverse populations, we conducted a needs 
assessment of intercultural competence in Erie County 4-H. Our needs assessment consisted of 
four focus group discussions and a survey administered to all 4-H youth members ages 12 and 
up. This assessment showed that we have both assets and needs in terms of building 
intercultural competence in 4-H. Our guiding questions for the needs assessment were: 

 
1. What are the current assets of the Erie County 4-H Program in building intercultural 

competence? 
 

2. What are the current needs of the Erie County 4-H Program in building intercultural 
competence? 
 

3. How can Erie County 4-H improve in building intercultural competence in its members? 
 
The ultimate goal of this initiative is to build relationships amongst 4-H youth in Erie 

County to promote community change and reduce experiences of racism and other forms of 
discrimination. Based on this assessment, we have already begun conducting activities to 
enhance our program’s current assets, and address the needs, to improve the outcomes for 
building intercultural competence in 4-H. We believe our work will create a 4-H Program that 
helps to prepare young people to engage effectively with everyone they encounter. 

 

Methods 

 

Data collection methods included surveys and focus groups with currently enrolled 4-H 
youth ages 12-18 and adult 4-H leaders. The survey and focus group questions were designed 
to demonstrate whether or not the Erie County 4-H Program helps young people effectively 
interact with others who have different backgrounds, cultures, and identities as well as to 
measure members’ current attitudes about diversity and inclusion. The questions were 
modified from a self-assessment tool designed to assess an individual’s skills, knowledge, and 
awareness when interacting with others (Deardorff, 2006).  

The survey, which included a parental consent form, was distributed to club leaders and 
e-mailed to independent members. The survey asked questions related to: the degree to which 
4-H provides opportunities to interact with people from different backgrounds; comfort level 
when interacting with people from different backgrounds; and opinions about diversity and 
inclusion in 4-H. Additionally, participants reported age, gender, race and ethnicity, and 
geographical residence (e.g., rural, suburban, or urban). Sixty one 4-H members ages 12 and up 
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responded to the survey, out of a total of approximately 300 enrolled 4-H members in that age 
range (response rate=20.33%). 

For the focus groups, 4-H members were nominated to participate by 4-H Educators. 
Parents/guardians signed consent forms prior to participation. Participants were compensated 
with 10-dollar gift cards. The focus groups were led by two White women, Allison Lenart, 
University at Buffalo Masters of Social Work student, and Sara Jablonski, Urban 4-H Educator. 
The purpose of the focus groups was to discover if and how the Erie County 4-H Program is 
helping members increase their intercultural competence. At the start of each focus group, 
facilitators defined intercultural competence for the participants to ensure all had a common 
understanding of the term. Then, facilitators asked participants questions about their 
experiences in 4-H related to diverse and multicultural opportunities. Participants were also 
asked for suggestions to help the Erie County 4-H Program build intercultural competence.  

Four focus groups were conducted. In the first focus group, 11 participants represented 
4-H teen programs in the City of Buffalo and Lackawanna. All identified as Black, with most 
being African-American and three being recent immigrants from different African countries. In 
the second focus group, there were six participants, all of whom came from suburban 
communities including Orchard Park, Lancaster, East Aurora, and Elma, and all identified as 
White. The third focus group consisted of six 4-H adult leaders from urban, suburban and rural 
parts of Erie County. Some participants identified as White and some identified as Black or 
African-American. The fourth focus group had eight participants from rural communities 
including Eden, Springville, Boston, and Lawtons, and all identified as White. 
 The facilitators transcribed focus group recordings and organized individual statements 
into themes to determine the main ideas across all focus groups and open-ended survey 
questions. To make themes precise, facilitators assigned each a definition. The main themes 
were then displayed in three different tables, based on the three main questions from our 
needs assessment. The themes in each table were further divided into the categories of: skills, 
knowledge, attitudes, and programmatic components of 4-H related to intercultural 
competence. Darla Deardorf’s Intercultural Competence Framework identifies skills, 
knowledge, and attitudes as essential elements needed to develop intercultural competence 
(Deardorff, 2011). Programmatic components were added as a category to help understand the 
assets and needs specific to the Erie County 4-H Program.  
 
Results and Discussion 

 

The purpose of our needs assessment was to answer these three questions:  

 

1. What are the current assets of the Erie County 4-H program in building intercultural 
competence? 
 

2. What are the current needs of the Erie County 4-H program in building intercultural 
competence? 
 

3. How can Erie County 4-H improve in building intercultural competence in members? 
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Data analysis identified fourteen primary themes that describe the Erie County 4-H 

Program’s assets and needs related to intercultural competence. In terms of assets, the themes 

are: interest in additional diverse opportunities in 4-H; purpose of 4-H; learning through 

contact; identity awareness; demonstrated understanding of diversity; and ability to connect 

across differences. The themes related to needs are: lack of diversity in 4-H, discomfort, 

division, reluctance to change, exclusion, lack of identity awareness, and automatic 

assumptions.  The data analysis also identified three themes related to suggestions for building 

intercultural competence: targeted recruitment, increasing interactions across locations, and 

opportunities for meaningful interaction. 

We complied all data from the focus groups and surveys into a concept map (Figure 1). 

The column on the left summarizes the assets of the Erie County 4-H Program, and the column 

on the right summarizes its needs.  Each column is divided into skills, knowledge, and attitudes, 

Framework (Deardorff, 2006). The center boxes describe the current state of the 4-H program, 

action steps, and the vision for a future 4-H program that teaches cultural competence and 

supports diversity, equity, and inclusion for all its program participants.  
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community 
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ATTITUDES 

Do not have a clear 
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change 
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settings 

Figure 1: Building Intercultural Competence                                                    

in Erie County 4-H 

ACTION STEPS 

-Target recruitment in areas with diverse 

populations 

-Increase interaction across the county 

-Provide opportunities for meaningful 

interaction with diverse audiences 

 

CURRENT 4-H PROGRAM 
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 Events bring people together 
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from rural and urban areas and 
between different 4-H focus areas 
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for meeting new people 
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interacting with others 

who appear different 

Interest in more 

diversity efforts 

Relationship building 

seen as an important 

part of 4-H 

PROGRAM VISION 

The 4-H community: 

-Demonstrates effective communication 

and behavior in intercultural situations. 

-Actively works to improve diversity and 

inclusion for all members. 

LEGEND 

Comments from people of color are in italics. 

Comments from White people are underlined. 

Comments from both people of color and White people are in bold. 
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1. What are the current assets of the Erie County 4-H Program in building intercultural 
competence? 

 

The assets of the program are qualities and experiences of current 4-H members and 

volunteers that are contributing to building the intercultural competence of the Erie County 4-H 

community. Six assets emerged from the focus groups and survey responses: interest in 

additional diverse opportunities in 4-H; purpose of 4-H; learning through contact; identity 

awareness; demonstrated understanding of diversity; and ability to connect across differences. 

 

Interest in additional diverse opportunities in 4-H. Youth and adult leaders expressed a 

desire for the 4-H Program to provide more opportunities to be exposed to people with whom 

they do not interact on a day-to-day basis. This theme demonstrates a positive attitude toward 

diversity. This theme appeared twenty-one times both in survey responses and across all four 

focus groups.  

 

I do believe it is important for 4-H to act as a place and group where people can be 

exposed to others with diverse backgrounds. 

-White, rural youth from survey response 

 

The adult leaders were excited about the idea of arranging events for 4-H members to build 

cultural competence because many youth in rural, predominantly White, areas of the county do 

not have many opportunities to interact with people of color. 

 

We can talk about it and talk about it but unless we present these kids with an 

opportunity to bridge that gap [in cultural diversity], then all we are doing is talking 

about it…. We don’t even have the opportunity to do that because of our rural pocket 

communities. We’ll need 4-H to provide that for us. 

-White club leader from adult focus group 

 

This theme was also supported by the survey question: “Is it important to you that the 4-H 

program helps young people develop skills to promote diversity and inclusion?” 73.77% of 

respondents stated it was definitely important. This strong support from current members is an 

indicator that future efforts to incorporate intercultural competence skills into the 4-H Program 

may be well received.  

Purpose of 4-H. Participants in suburban and rural areas and adult focus group 
participants shared many perspectives about their purpose of being part of 4-H. Knowing why 
people are part of 4-H shows which areas of the program are already helping to build 
intercultural competence. This theme can also show where building intercultural competence 
might be integrated into the program to further enhance the experiences of 4-H members.  For 
example, building strong relationships is an important element of 4-H that serves as a current 
asset as well as an opportunity to build connections across difference. Another example is that 



8 
 

4-H builds independence in young people. This theme emerged twenty-one times between the 
suburban, rural, and adult focus groups and survey responses.  

 
I’ve made great friendships. One of my friends just moved away, and we still keep in 
touch. So, it’s really great that 4-H has done that for me. 
       -White youth from rural focus group 

 
The best part for me is when the youth have questions and want to talk about life, and 
they feel comfortable inside that group to share and get an answer or revelation about 
what their next step is.  

-Club leader of color from adult focus group 
 
I like when they present projects at the fair in a way that shows they can handle 
themselves without any other adults around. No parents think they have to hold hands. 
These kids can go into the barn, and can do whatever they need to do independently. So 
that is pretty exciting for us to see that. 

-White club leader from adult focus group 
 

Learning through contact. Youth described 4-H experiences that gave them the 

opportunity to interact with others from different backgrounds that led to an increased 

knowledge about other people. This theme appeared seventeen times between the urban, 

suburban, and rural focus groups and survey responses.  
 

The Muslim girls were talking about days they can’t do stuff, and they talked about 

fasting and stuff I didn’t know about…. When we do have opportunities to be diverse 

with other people it is helpful in the long run. Even outside of 4-H because [my school] 

scheduled the senior trip during Eid, and I’m like, ‘Wait a minute, that’s Eid. The 

Muslims are not going to be able to go. That’s not fair.’ And I learned that in 4-H. 

-Youth of color from urban focus group 
 

[At the Erie County Fair] we have a lot of different people walk through those gates and 

half of them have never seen livestock before or never been in a barn…and they come in 

and say, ‘Oh is that a goat?’ and they are pointing at a sheep. I’ve heard someone call a 

sheep a llama. … So, I think the events have helped us relate to people with different 

backgrounds. 

-White youth from rural focus group 

 Identity awareness. Identity awareness refers to an individual’s understanding of their 

social identity. Aspects of social identity include race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, 

class, and ability. This theme is relevant because knowledge of one’s own social identity and 

cultural self-awareness are key elements of intercultural competence (Deardorff, 2006). In the 

focus groups, all participants of color, both youth and adult leaders, acknowledged race as a 
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significant part of their identities that affects their experiences in 4-H. This theme appeared 

eleven times in the urban and adult focus groups.  

 

Erie County and NYC are the most diverse and have the most Black and Puerto Rican 

people, so we kind of gravitate towards each other. 

-Youth of color from urban focus group 

 

 Unfortunately, this awareness of their identity often came about through feelings of 

exclusion, which will be described more in the context of Question 2. 

 

Demonstrated understanding of diversity. Several youth acknowledged that differences 

between individuals do exist and impact life experiences. Having this knowledge is a basis for 

understanding how to interact effectively with diverse groups of people. Overall, this theme 

emerged eight times between the survey responses and the urban, suburban, and rural focus 

groups. For example, the below quote suggests one young person’s deep understanding of the 

current context of racism: 

 

It’s not even just based off what is going on now, like the general racism stuff. You think 

about our history and all of it adds up. Where do you think racism and discrimination 

come from? It’s all coming from history. Our history affects our future. 

-Youth of color from urban focus group 

 

Another participant identified the element of age in diversity: 

 

My grandma wasn’t in 4-H or anything, but when I was learning how to sew I used to try to 

sew with her. She sews old school because that’s just how she learned. My sewing 

technique is very different…and I’ve learned that through 4-H. I feel like age also has a lot to 

do with that, like the generation she grew up in. 

-White youth from suburban focus group 

 

Ability to connect across differences. The youth described times in 4-H when they felt a 

connection with someone who appeared different from them on the surface. The ability to 

connect across difference is a skill that demonstrates intercultural competence. This theme 

appeared seven times across the urban, suburban, and adult focus groups. Youth of color in the 

urban focus group described connections with White members from agricultural groups, and 

White participants in the suburban and adult focus groups identified the 4-H foreign exchange 

program as an avenue for connection across differences. 

 

When I was at the [National 4-H] Conference, there was mainly agriculture people, they 

were talking about agriculture and the environment and growing corn. And I’m just like 

‘What are you all talking about?’ Then they’re like, ‘Do you not have a farm?’ And 
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they’re like, ‘So what do you do in 4-H if you don’t have any animals?’ So that was the 

disconnect, but then we re-connected because we talked about what we did in our 

different groups. 

-Youth of color from urban focus group 

 

[The foreign exchange program] obviously brought a sense of connection with other 

people because she was from Japan, but she basically had the same personality as me. 

She loved to draw and she liked cartoons and calligraphy. 

-White youth from suburban focus group  

 

One survey question asked participants to rate their level of agreement with the 

statement “4-H gives me opportunities to interact with people from many backgrounds.” The 

results are displayed in Figure 2 and show that 40.98% of respondents selected “completely 

agree” and 31.15% selected “mostly agree.”  

 

Figure 2: Response to survey question “4-H gives me opportunities to interact with people from 

many backgrounds.” 

 

The fact that a majority of respondents agreed with this statement means that providing a 

space for interaction is a structural element of the 4-H Program that is already in place to help 

its members build intercultural competence. It is important to note that some of these 

interactions may be experienced as negative for the youth of color, as is shown in some of the 

themes below, suggesting that we have more work to do to ensure that the interactions 

provide opportunities for building intercultural competence. 
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2. What are the current needs of the Erie County 4-H Program in building intercultural 
competence? 

 

Survey responses and focus group data revealed seven areas where 4-H can improve in 

helping participants develop additional attitudes, knowledge, and skills to prepare them to be 

interculturally competent. These seven themes define the needs of the 4-H Program: lack of 

diversity in 4-H, discomfort, division, reluctance to change, exclusion, lack of identity 

awareness, and automatic assumptions. In the focus groups, youth and club leaders of color 

described instances of exclusion and other negative experiences at 4-H events. Youth from 

suburban and rural clubs shared thoughts and experiences that demonstrated a need for 

developing a deeper understanding of diversity. They also explained how certain aspects of 4-H 

serve to maintain division amongst members. 

 

Lack of diversity in 4-H. As a starting point for examining needs of the 4-H Program in 

building intercultural competence, it is important to note that all focus group participants 

acknowledged there is not much diversity in the 4-H community. They also shared that the 

program has not provided many opportunities to learn about or connect with others from 

diverse backgrounds and cultures. This theme was identified twelve times. 

 

Because 4-H is largely agricultural…it ends up being a very rural population that is drawn 

to it, which tends to be largely White. Now they come from different economic 

backgrounds and everybody’s got their story…but it’s not quite what you were talking 

about with the huge cultural diversity. I mean we don’t have it. 

-White club leader from adult focus group 

 

I don’t know that we’re seeing enough [diversity] in 4-H. 

-White youth from suburban focus group 

 

Discomfort. Youth described feeling uncomfortable or frightened in new settings with 

unfamiliar people who they perceive as different from them. A youth of color in the urban focus 

group stated that people are inclined to interact with others who look like them because 

“people are afraid of what they do not know.” White youth in the suburban focus group 

expressed this as well. One member stated when looking for new people to interact with, it is 

particularly difficult to approach those who look and act differently from themselves. This 

theme was cited nine times between the urban, suburban, and rural focus groups. 

 

“When I first went to the first 4-H trip and there was a whole bunch of White people – I 

was scared. I’m serious. I’ve never been surrounded by so many White people. I felt 

uncomfortable. I felt out of place.” 

-Youth of color from urban focus group 
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If you walk up to a person and they look and act completely different from you, they’re 

not going to be your first choice to start up a random conversation with. 

-White youth from suburban focus group 

 

I feel like we don’t understand them and they don’t understand us. Because we come 

from… (two different environments) yeah. So, we don’t know how to interact with each 

other so we just try not to. 

-Youth of color from urban focus group 

 

 One survey question asked participants to rate their comfort level when interacting with 

people from each of the following groups: different races and ethnicities, different religions, 

LGBTQ, and different physical or mental abilities. Only 1.64% selected “completely 

uncomfortable” about interacting with others from different races and ethnicities, religions, 

and ability levels. However, 6.56% of respondents selected “completely disagree” regarding 

their comfort level interacting with people who identify as LGBTQ. Results are displayed in 

Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3: Response to survey question “I feel comfortable interacting with people who:”  

 

Division. A distinct separation between different 4-H focus areas, was identified eleven 

times among all four focus groups and in survey responses. Types of division, or separation, 

mentioned by participants were: between livestock members and the youth development 

building members at the Erie County Fair, and between clubs from rural and urban areas. 
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Every time we go to STARR or Career Explorations, us and the county of NYC are always 

grouped up together, and then there is everyone else—kind of like segregation. 

-Youth of color from urban focus group 

 

[In 4-H] groups of kids with similar interests do things together. There aren't 

opportunities to meet kids with different beliefs, interests, cultures, etc. The livestock 

kids do things with the livestock kids. The kids who like crafts do things with their club. 

The STEM kids do things with other kids like them. I haven't seen any activities that try 

to attract different types of kids to do things together. 

-White, suburban youth from survey response 
 

I really think there is definitely a big division between the [focus areas in 4-H]. 

Sometimes I’ve talked to friends and they have been like, ‘What’s the youth 

development building?’ So, some kids aren’t aware of all that goes on in 4-H, and I think 

once we start to sector into different strands of 4-H you start to see division.” 

-White youth from rural focus group 

 

Some of our students felt like they didn’t connect because a lot of kids, they’re growing 
animals or vegetables and they say, ‘We can’t connect to them.’ And [the NYS Civic 
Engagement Specialist], she said, “Just tell them you grow people. We do community 
action. We have nothing to do with animals….” They just feel like they don’t have a lot in 
common with some of those children talking about their livestock 

-Club leader of color from adult focus group 

 

Reluctance to change. Some youth emphasized the importance of project creation in 4-

H, and their comments suggest that they do not want to spend too much time focusing on 

diversity if it takes away from other aspects of their 4-H experience. This theme appeared eight 

times in the suburban focus group only.  

 

We could do more projects that are from different origins because that’s what we like to 

do, and that way you are not taking away from what our club is for. 

-White youth from suburban focus group 

 

The supervisor was talking to the Native Americans when we went to state and asking 

them if someone could come teach us dream catchers. Just by doing something as 

simple as that you’re not distracting from 4-H and what we are supposed to be doing. 

But you are incorporating other perspectives such as culture. 

-White youth from suburban focus group 
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Another result that suggests some 4-H members are reluctant to change, was the 

response to the survey statement “I would like more opportunities to get to know people who:” 

One survey question asked participants if they would like more opportunities to interact with 

people who are different races and ethnicities, different religions, identify as LGBTQ+, and have 

different physical or mental abilities. While the majority of respondents are interested in more 

opportunities to act with different groups, 9.84% of respondents reported they were 

completely against having more opportunities to interact with people from the LGBTQ+ 

community. Results are displayed in Figure 4. 

 
Figure 4: Responses to survey question “I would like more opportunities to get to know people who:” 

 

These numbers suggest it may be more difficult for members of the LGBTQ+ community 

to integrate into the program than it will be for members from different races, religions, and 

ability levels given the stated lack of interest in getting to know people who identify as LGBTQ+. 

This is an important problem because LGBTQ+ youth are an at-risk population, and effective 

programs are needed to support this group of young people (Clay & Stewart, 2014). 

 

Exclusion. Many youth of color from the urban focus group and the adult leaders of 

color reported feeling excluded or not welcome when interacting with White members at state 

4-H events. This theme was identified seventeen times. It is significant to note that the youth of 

color did not say anything positive about the purpose of 4-H during the focus groups, but rather 

have shared with the Urban 4-H Educator in many circumstances they are not sure how they 

are part of 4-H. 
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Every time we go on these trips…all the minorities come together. We go to the 

roundtables and the White people look at us like, ‘Uh, no thank you.’ 

-Youth of color from urban focus group 

 

We make the most effort that we can. We’ll go up to you and like ask you what your 

name is and everything and they’ll just be like, ‘I’m Billy,’ and then just leave. [some 

chatter within group.] They not goin’ to say they don’t want to hang out with you, but 

they goin’ to act like it. 

-Youth of color from urban focus group 

 

We’ve been to STARR twice and I think some of the people are not too friendly. There’s 

not a lot of African American children at STARR, and my students feel out of place. Some 

of the adults don’t even speak. I’m a real friendly person and I say hi to everybody and 

some of the adults don’t speak. 

- Club leader of color from adult focus group 

 

One respondent from the survey, a White, suburban youth, also answered the question 

“Is it important to you that the 4-H Program helps young people develop skills to promote 

diversity and inclusion?” by stating “Not LGBTQ.” 

 

Lack of identity awareness. The White participants did not mention any aspects of their 

social identities as being part of their experience in 4-H. Yet, self-awareness of social identity is 

a key element of cultural competence (Deardorff, 2006 ). The White youth also avoided 

mentioning race or used socially inappropriate language in discussions about identity. This 

theme was identified fourteen times between the suburban and rural focus groups.   

 

We are in these groups for a common interest, it does not matter what their 

background is or what they identify as because we are there for the interest, not what 

they are. 

-White, suburban youth from survey response 

 

I went to STEM camp in Delhi, so people came from all over the state came to stay there 

for the weekend. That was interesting because they have a lot of similar interests as me, 

and well, they (pauses and giggles) but they were different at the same time and had 

different styles of doing things I guess. I don’t know how to describe things. 

-White youth from suburban focus group 

 

Automatic assumptions. Some youth acknowledged that they have already formed 

opinions about other people that are based on assumptions, rather than on direct interaction. 

A few youth of color in the urban focus group acknowledged they have preconceived opinions 
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about people of different races, and participants in the suburban and rural focus groups made 

comments about different races that seemed to be based off very little direct interaction with 

members of that race. This theme was noted seven times between the urban, suburban, and 

rural focus groups. 

 

When you walk into a place…maybe the White people in there are really nice, but you 

still in your mind are cautious. They might not be racist, but that’s just because of how 

you grew up and what you have already been around you already think that. 

-Youth of color from urban focus group 

 

[Urban kids] probably don’t even know what 4-H is… most are probably more focused 

on sports and stuff. 

-White youth from rural focus group 

 

Some kids have had the opportunity to host a foreign exchange student and show an 

animal in the ring. And I think it was interesting because they were from Japan and she 

got to show pigs. And obviously they haven’t seen livestock over there -well maybe they 

have- but they probably haven’t gotten to interact with it like we have. 

-White youth from rural focus group 
 

3. How can Erie County 4-H improve in building intercultural competence in members? 

 Participants in the focus groups and surveys shared suggestions for how to improve 

diversity and inclusion in the 4-H Program, which helped answer the third question of this 

project, how can Erie County 4-H improve in building intercultural competence in its members? 

Suggestions fell into three categories: targeted recruitment, increasing interaction across 

locations, and providing opportunities for meaningful interaction with diverse audiences.  

 Targeted recruitment. Youth in the urban focus group agreed 4-H could deliberately 

advertise to recruit more youth of color because 4-H is not known in many neighborhoods in 

Buffalo, so it is necessary to go into communities of color to spread the word. They suggested 

the program make extra effort to ensure that 4-H accessible to underserved communities.  

Advertising is one thing, but don’t just do it anywhere. Don’t just go into the city; go into 
the city in a place where you know Black people are. You know they are at the court, 
community center, so put flyers there, have the meetings there. A lot of people don’t 
have transportation, and some people will make it hard on purpose for people to do 
things because they don’t want them there. So, make it easy. 

-Youth of color from urban focus group 
 

Not even just putting flyers up and advertisements, but we need to go into communities 
and talk to people and get to know them. 

-Youth of color from urban focus group 
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This 4-Her’s response provides a compelling reason for targeted advertising:  

 

There’re not many programs that help young people for free and the ones that exist 
should be fair and go out of their way to make sure everyone can be a part of it. 

-Urban, youth of color from survey response 

 

Increasing interactions across locations. Youth leaders in the adult focus group 

requested 4-H events be held in multiple areas in the county and state to support diverse 

interactions. 

I would like to see more at the county level put out there because I do see there are 
events kids can go to, but to maybe move that around the county a little bit so that all 
areas are more comfortable going to an event. So here we are trying but maybe we 
need to encourage that a little bit more. To say more events are being held at other 
areas instead of just at the extension at East Aurora and maybe see if we can push 
people out of their comfort zone a little bit and facilitate this a little bit more. 

-White club leader from adult focus group 

However, the adult leaders also acknowledged barriers to consider when planning events 

including time, transportation, and overnight stays.   

I think there are factors that aren’t so much wanting to stay exclusive. Sometimes if you 
have multiple kids and they are all in multiple things it’s more…I don’t want to say 
convenient…but it’s logistics. If you live here then you’ll be less inclined to commit to 
going 20 miles out of your way just because there are so many things, like work, and if 
other children are involved and they have another commitment it’s really more, I think, 
logistics than people wanting to be reclusive. 

-White club leader from adult focus group 

I wish we could do something like not overnight because a lot of parents don’t like their 
children to go out overnight…. If we could do something like a day trip and get all our 
kids together from the different counties I think would be nice. Because there are more 
kids in my club that their parents say, “Oh I don’t let my kids spend the night out.” 
Which I understand. Going to Syracuse, staying on the fairgrounds they say, “No, can’t 
do it.” So, if we could get together other than STARR with different communities that 
would be great. 

-Club leader of color from adult focus group 

One youth in the suburban focus group requested expanding the foreign exchange program as 

an additional way to support diversity and inclusion. 

I like the idea of going even bigger with the exchange program…. You can go to different 

countries or states, you can incorporate new values and languages. I know other states 

have exchange programs with different countries like South Korea and a Nordic one. So 
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maybe expanding the New York State Program to more countries and maybe for the 

whole year. 

-White youth from suburban focus group 

 

 Opportunities for meaningful interaction. While simply increasing opportunities for 

interaction is important for building intercultural competence, the type and quality of the 

interaction is also important to consider. The suburban focus group youth provided good 

insight into what type of activities do not allow for meaningful interaction because of the stress 

level they feel during these activities.  

 

Public presentations stress me out. I feel like public presentations are one of those 

times where…I feel no connection with anyone around me. It’s just nerve-racking 

because you want to do well and you are focused on your presentation and not the 

people around you. 

-White youth from suburban focus group  

 

When we do Duds to Dazzle…we all get together to do sewing projects in an hour and 

work as a group. And the initial connection is there to work with other people who are 

at different skill levels than you to make a product, but because it’s so stressful…I don’t 

think [connection] always happens 

-White youth from suburban focus group  

 

This participant offered some ideas for how they would like to get to know other people in 4-H: 

 

I do not do well when it comes to the speaking things. I do not do well just sitting down 

and listening, I zone out very fast. If there was kind of like a conference to get different 

people from all over and find a centrally located area where we can come together 

maybe once or twice a year to learn about what projects they did. Because you don’t 

really get a chance to talk with the people or to do icebreakers or see how their club 

does this or how they execute their projects. Like why did they join 4-H? Was it from a 

friend or was it just their interest/hobbies? Just to get to know the people. 

-White youth from suburban focus group   

 

The adults suggested small scale, casual gatherings for youth to have meaningful interactions 

with one another. 

 

I would love to see us come to you, you come visit us and get everybody to interact and 
do fun stuff together… something small, nothing major. We could ride the horses and 
have fun, but I’d like to do more than just one time. 

-White club leader from adult focus group 
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Initial action steps 

  

In response to the focus group and survey results, and out of a suggestion that came 

directly out of the adult focus group, we have taken some initial action steps to create 

opportunities for meaningful interaction that may improve the intercultural compentence of 

our 4-H members. 

In February 2019, we held an event designed to bring youth across the county together 

to discuss prejudice. The Global Concepts Charter School Youth CAN club hosted two rural 4-H 

clubs, #Divergent and Hillside Riders, to a viewing of their documentary titled “Who We Are: 

Youth Perspectives on Modern Discrimination,” which urges viewers to look past group 

stereotypes and get to know others as individuals. Partner and group discussions occurred after 

watching the documentary, and feedback forms showed positive impact. Out of a total of 

fifteen attendees, eleven reported it helped them understand a lot about how people 

discriminate based on stereotypes. Four reported that the event helped them a little bit. Many 

respondents stated that hearing individual experiences helped them understand how people 

discriminate and then recommended that the documentary be shown to additional audiences.  

 A second action step we have taken is to begin training 4-H teen leaders around 

concepts of diversity using the “Dominator-Partnership Model” framework. This framework, 

created by the Opening Doors Diversity Project, teaches people about how society currently 

uses our identities to divide us and rank us in comparison to each other then offers solutions 

for how to move beyond this way of living in the world. We first offered this training to 

separate cohorts of youth of color and White youth in spring 2019. We then brought them 

together, in September 2019, to brainstorm solutions for how we can work together across the 

county to build a more inclusive 4-H Program. 

 

Limitations 

 

Some limitations of this needs assessment included: 

 In the urban focus group, one youth of color said that he was uncomfortable talking 

about race in front of White people. The racial difference between the focus group facilitators 

and participants in this focus group therefore affected some of the responses, or lack of 

responses, given during the discussion. 

 In the survey, a few factors may have affected the survey results. The first is social 

desirability bias. This means that people will tend to pick the answers that they believe are 

morally correct, such as having interest in getting to know people of diverse backgrounds. 

There may have also been a selection bias in that those who took the survey were more 

interested in the subject of diversity compared to the overall 4-H population. Each of these 

factors could make the results of the survey lean towards being more favorable of increasing 

diversity and inclusion in 4-H than would be expected to be the actual perspectives of the larger 

4-H community. 
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