
1

DOWNLOAD THIS PAPER AT 
www.bgca.org/Teens

VOICE
CHOICE
ACCESS

&
PASSION

PREPARING THE
CENTENNIAL  
GENERATION  

FOR LEADERSHIP



2

PREPARING THE CENTENNIAL GENERATION FOR LEADERSHIP 

OVERVIEW

This monograph discusses the Centennial generation, youth born after 1997, and the critical role that  
out-of-school time (OST) providers must play in preparing a new generation of leaders fully equipped 
to thrive in a world that is diverse, global and interconnected. It highlights several key dynamics of 
Centennials, and the importance of developing teen youth development strategies that focus on voice, 
choice, access and passion as ways to engage and empower Centennials with 21st century leadership 
skills and abilities that we define as: (1) Ideation and Problem Solving, (2) Leading and Following in Teams,  
(3) Communication, (4) Digital Literacy and (5) Emotional Intelligence. It introduces such concepts as 
passion-driven programming to drive teen OST engagement, and digital youth development as a way of 
connecting with mobile first digitally intuitive teens, along with teen brand ambassador programs to empower 
youth voice, and more. To support teens in gaining 21st century leadership skills and abilities, Boys & Girls 
Clubs of America (BGCA) launched the Integrated Leadership Development Framework (ILDF) in 2016. 
Grounded in thousands of survey responses, focus groups and a review of the literature, this monograph 
offers key guidance for OST professionals and others interested in developing high-caliber leadership programs 
for teens and young adults. It concludes with an overview of BGCA’s five-strategy approach to enhancing 
teen membership, outreach and engagement.
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INTRODUCTION

“  
Human capital will determine power in the current century, 

and the failure to produce that capital will undermine 

America’s security. Large, undereducated swaths of the 

population damage the ability of the United States to 

physically defend itself, protect its secure information, 

conduct diplomacy, and grow its economy. ”
Boys & Girls Clubs of America Governor and former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice1

The Centennials, youth born after 1997, are the vanguard 

of a generation who is not expected to know a higher 

standard of living than their parents’ generation – the most 

elemental promise of the American Dream. Poised on the 

edge of adulthood, many Centennial teens face intractable 

circumstances as each passing generation of youth grow 

up economically vulnerable and find it ever more difficult to 

escape poverty as adults. In too many instances, these youth 

– particularly historically underrepresented minorities – are 

locked in cycles of intergenerational poverty, as children, 

parents and grandparents live in communities absent of 

hope or the opportunities to achieve success, having no 

family member who has lived the American Dream. 

Few issues are more important to our nation than the future 

of America’s next generation. Today, teens face too few 

opportunities to develop leadership skills, prepare for the 

workforce, access college and career-readiness programs, 

and find and connect their passions with clear goals. Even 

more pressing is that one in five youth won’t graduate from 

high school on time – these odds are even more grim for 

students of color. 

This mobile-first generation is defined by diversity, always 

present technology, social-media, 24/7 information cycles 

and increasing rates of educational and social disparity. 

Centennials are fearful for their future and their ability to 

achieve the American Dream. With an increasingly global 

economy and a workforce that requires 21st century skills 

and postsecondary training and education, too many teens 

are stepping into adulthood without the tools they need to 

become financially independent, and for many, break the 

intergenerational cycle of poverty.

SUPPORTING MORE TEENS MORE OFTEN
For more than 100 years, Boys & Girls Clubs of America 

(BGCA) has provided children and teens with opportunities 

to learn and grow, while developing a plan for the future. In 

2015, we developed our approach to supporting Centennial 

generation teens. The result was a multi-year strategy to 

serve more teens, more often, and to begin evolving our 

efforts to prepare them to become 21st century leaders. 

Woven throughout the resulting monograph is our 

understanding of Centennial generation teens, and the key 

action steps we recommend to capture their hearts and 

minds, and prepare them for the world we live in today. 
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What follows presents the advice of more than 100 experts 
who participated in Boys & Girls Clubs of America’s 
thought leadership event: the Teen Great Think; insights 
from the literature; and focus groups and survey research 

conducted by Boys & Girls Clubs of America. 

It’s organized into six major sections:

SECTION 1: 
Who are the Centennials, which describes key 
characteristics of the Centennial generation;

SECTION 2: 
Understanding the Fragile Ecosystem for  
Youth and Teens, which highlights the  
ecosystem supporting youth and teens  
and the power of OST platforms to address  
the challenges in this ecosystem;

SECTION 3: 
Capturing the Minds and Hearts of Teens,  
which provides several recommendations  
for supporting Centennial generation teens  
during OST;

SECTION 4: 
Developing 21st Century Leaders,  
which presents BGCA’s 21st century  

leadership framework;

SECTION 5: 
BGCA’s Strategy for Teen  
Membership and Impact,  
which outlines BGCA’s five- 
prong strategy, building from  
the insights offered here;

SECTION 6: 
Conclusion and Next Steps, which  
outlines key next steps and ways  

to get involved with our efforts.

 

 

INTRODUCTION
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SECTION 1
Generation “Me,” Generation “We,” Generation “Z,” the “Homeland” Generation, the “Selfie” Generation, Generation 

“Instant Gratification” and Generation “Reality TV” are all names that have been used to define America’s youngest cohort 

(Twenge, 2014; Greenberg and Webber, 2008; Bourejerdi and Wolf, 2015; Council of Economic Advisors, 2014). In this 

paper, we use the term Centennials, recognizing that this is the first generation of youth born into the new century, and that 

they differ significantly from their predecessor generations. (See Generations in context for more details.)

 WHO ARE THE CENTENNIALS?

EXHIBIT 1. GENERATIONS IN CONTEXT

GENERATION Baby Boomers Generation X Millennials
Centennials/ 
Generation Z

BIRTH PERIOD 1946-1964 1965-1980 1981-1997 1998-Present

CURRENT 53-71 37-52 21-36 0-20

SIZE 76M 55M 66M 69M

SOCIAL DYNAMICS

• Vietnam War
• Civil rights movement
• Women’s movement
• Manufacturing industry

• Challenger explodes
• Two working parents – 

“latchkey kids”
• Inner city poverty
• Drug trade
• Emergence of hip-hop

• Increased school violence
• Single parents
• 9/11 
• Social media boom

• The Great Recession
• Terrorism and war
• 24/7 media cycles  

and reality TV
• First African American 

president
• Majority-minority 
   generation
• Gay marriage
• LGBTQ youth 
• Growing rates of  

disconnected and  
opportunity youth

• Boys of color crisis

ASPIRATION • Job security • Work life balance • Freedom and flexibility  • Security and stability

ICONIC TECHNOLOGY

• Color TV
• Audio cassette
• Transistor radio

• VCR
• Walkman
• CD player
• PC
• Atari
• Nintendo

• Internet 
• Email
• Cell phone
• DVD 
• Laptop computer
• PlayStation, XBox
• Song download
• iPod

• 3D printing
• High definition video
 • Internet of things
• Android and Google
• Streaming media
• iPad and iPhone
• PS4, Wii, Xbox360
• Uber and AirBnB
• Virtual reality

PRIMARY SOCIAL  
PLATFORMS

• Facebook • Facebook 
• LinkedIn
• Twitter

• Facebook
• Instagram
• LinkedIn
• Twitter

• Instagram
• Snapchat
• YouTube

COMMUNICATION  
PREFERENCE

• Face to face/phone • Text messaging/email • Texting and social media
• FaceTime/video chats  

and social media

ORIENTATION TO DIGITAL • Digital neophytes • Digital immigrants • Digital natives • Digital intuitives

Source Adapted from: boyd (2016), Merriman (2016), Something Big (2016), Fry (2015), Lewis and Burd-Sharps (2015).
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THE MOST DIVERSE GENERATION EVER

It’s clear that diversity is one of the defining attributes  

of Centennials as this group is more diverse than any 

other in terms of sexuality, race and ethnicity, religion  

and nationality.  

This is the first generation of Lesbian Gay Bisexual 

Transgender Questioning/Queer (LGBTQ) teens, which 

actively express this identity to the world. Centennial 

teens are coming out earlier, engaging in same gender 

relationships, choosing to live their life in gender-neutral or 

transgendered ways, and flowing in and out of relationships 

with members of both genders interchangeably (Kimmel 

and Plante, 2004).2 This burgeoning population is often 

the victim of bullying and harassment, leading to a host 

of mental health challenges that are often made more 

complicated by their intersection with race and ethnicity, 

another major component of this generation’s diversity. 

For years, demographers have tracked the growth of 

minority communities and the possibility that one day, 

America’s population will reach a “majority-minority” 

tipping point (Colby and Ortman, 2015). That future is 

approaching quickly. The rising birth rates of historically 

underrepresented minority populations and increasing 

rates of immigration have led to a racial diversifying 

of America that has happened faster than originally 

projected. In many of our nation’s largest cities and  

school districts, minorities are already the majority.  

A recent Pew Institute analysis reported that 78 counties 

had turned majority-minority since 2000. Major cities such 

as Atlanta, Dallas, San Diego, Orlando and Phoenix have 

become majority-minority in recent years.3 A reality that is 

especially true among Latinos, who are the fastest growing 

demographic, shifting the look of communities that may 

have once been White or Black, to Spanish speaking, 

Latino neighborhoods.

Because of its intersection with poverty, the diversity of 

youth communities reveals a number of challenges for 

OST providers, including more youth who are living in food 

insecure homes, more who will require English-language 

support, and more who need help developing the types of 

skills and abilities that allow them to thrive in school and life. 

It also suggests a need for youth development practitioners 

to increase their knowledge base of different cultures to 

begin the journey to accomplish cross-cultural competence 

and apply culturally relevant approaches to working with 

the youth they engage to identify critical elements that 

define their interests, passions and worldview (Kitwana, 

2008; Emdin, 2016).

AT RISK OF DISCONNECTION

Diverse Centennials are at a greater risk of disconnection 
than any previous generation, as record numbers of  
minority youth, particularly males of color,4 are neither 
working nor in school, a reality that is often acute in our 

nation’s largest cities, and is growing ever worse in rural 

communities across America.

Disconnected youth or “opportunity youth” are generally 

defined as young people ages 16-24 who are neither 
working nor in school. According to a recent report entitled 
“Zeroing in on Place and Race – Youth Disconnection 
in America’s Cities,” there are 5,527,000 disconnected 
youth in America today, or one in seven young adults  

(18.8 percent) (Lewis and Burd-Sharps, 2015). 

SECTION 1
 WHO ARE THE CENTENNIALS?
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Disconnected young people are cut off from relationships, 

organizations and experiences that are essential to help 

develop maturity and a sense of purpose – two critical 

elements needed to live rewarding adult lives. The negative 

implications of youth disconnection ricochet across our 

nation’s economy, social sector, health care, criminal 

justice system and entire political landscape. The grave 

consequences of this disconnection include a labor 

force with too few skilled workers to compete in today’s 

globalized, knowledge-based economy; a greater need for 

public assistance; and the increasing cost of operating the 

criminal justice and health care systems, which cost U.S. 

taxpayers more than $26.8 billion in 2013 (Lewis and Burd-

Sharps, 2015).

When we peer inside the numbers regarding 

disconnected youth, we see that (Lewis and  

Burd-Sharps, 2015):

 African Americans (especially males) are the most likely 

group to become disconnected, as 21.6 percent of 

young persons in this category become disconnected; 

 Native Americans follow at 20.3 percent, and Latinos 

are at 16.3 percent (Lewis and Burd-Sharps, 2015); 

 The rates of African American and Latino disconnection 

are much higher than the comparable rates for Asian 

Americans (7.9 percent) and Whites (11.3 percent). 

Rates of disconnection can vary greatly for racial groups 
in different cities across the country, as African Americans 
(9.8 percent) and Whites (6.8 percent) enjoy relatively 
low disconnection rates in the Boston metro area when 
compared to Latino youth (17.3 percent). This situation is 
different in Chicago, where nearly 25 percent of African 
American youth are disconnected, compared to 8 and 14 
percent of Whites and Latinos, respectively – a point that 
Boys & Girls Clubs of America has considered to be a 
matter of great importance as we develop our new strategic 
plan to increase the quality and footprint of our services 

nationally.5

The Challenges of Disconnection 
Begins Early

The challenge of disconnection begins early and is often 
reflected in the educational achievement data of our youth. 
According to a recent National Center for Education 
Statistics report, African American/Black, Latino/Hispanic 
and Native American/Alaska Native youth lag behind their 
White peers in math and reading achievement (NCES, 
2014a, NCES, 2014b):

 On average in 2009, twelfth-grade White students 

scored 30 points higher in both reading and math than 

African American/Black students (NCES, 2014b);

 Similar gaps exist between Whites and Latinos/

Hispanics: Whites scored 22 points higher in reading 

and 21 points higher in math, on average; 

 At the same point in their educational experience, Native 

American/Alaska Native youth lag 17 and 22 points 

behind their White peers in math and reading.

This is where the increasing diversity of the American 
population is both its greatest strength and its most serious 
challenge, as the intersection of race, ethnicity and poverty 
means that Centennials are at risk of failing to fulfill the 
promise that their diversity holds as educational fault lines 
persist. (See BGCA’s method of creating powerful social 

armor to avoid youth disconnection).

SECTION 1
 WHO ARE THE CENTENNIALS?
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EXHIBIT 2.  
BGCA’S METHODS OF CREATING POWERFUL SOCIAL ARMOR TO AVOID YOUTH DISCONNECTION 

OST programs can play a powerful role in helping teens develop the critical social armor they need to remain 
engaged in, and connected to school and their communities. In 2013, BGCA created the National Youth Outcomes 
Initiative (NYOI) to measure the degree to which Clubs provide social armor for youth in the form of an “Optimal Club 
Experience.” The implications of this experience in terms of youth perceptions of Academic Achievement, Healthy 
Lifestyles, and Good Character & Citizenship have become BGCA’s priority outcome areas. 

Each year through the NYOI, BGCA gathers more than 160,000 responses from youth across the country. Club  
leaders use these insights to evaluate, plan and improve their services to young people, including their efforts  
to attract, retain and engage teens. 

The highlights of a 2015 study indicated that among regularly attending Club members:

 74 percent of those ages 12-17 earn mostly A’s and B’s, compared with 67 percent of youth nationally

 69 percent of seniors from low-income families are likely to enroll in college after completing high school,  
compared with 49 percent of low-income high school graduates nationally

 82 percent of regularly attending members who have participated in a college or career-preparation  
program as part of the Club have also applied to some type of postsecondary educational institution,  
compared with 61 percent among those who did not participate in such a program

 30 percent of regularly attending girls ages 12-15 are physically active every day, compared with only 23  
percent of girls nationally in the same age group

 Teens who stay connected to the Club as they get older seem to be better able to resist high-risk behaviors than 
youth of the same age who are not active in the Club 

 70 percent of teen Club members indicate that they volunteer at least once per month, and nationally,  
46 percent of teens said that they volunteer at least once per month

These insights provide powerful evidence of OST programs’ potential impact, and of the importance of using social 
science data to understand how to keep youth more connected and provide them with the types of social armor they 
need to achieve success. The presence of social support systems such as OST programs, mentoring initiatives and 
even employment opportunities can act as important social shields to insulate vulnerable youth from turbulent family 
lives, violent neighborhoods, gang involvement, schools with inadequate resources and other pathologies that create 
the slippery slope leading to disconnection.

Youth who do not have social armor in their lives are at risk of becoming not only disconnected, but nihilistic. Nihilism 
is a numbing detachment from others and an oppositional and self-destructive stance toward the world. Nihilistic youth 
have no sense of belonging and no connectedness to traditional means of success in education, the workforce and 
the broader social world. This nihilistic threat often drives the violence, pain and turmoil that we see in our communities.  

A life without passion, purpose or hope breeds an outlook that destroys our communities from the inside out. 
Source: BGCA (2016). 2015 National Youth Outcomes Initiative Outcomes Report: Measuring the Impact of Boys & Girls Clubs

SECTION 1
 WHO ARE THE CENTENNIALS?
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WORRIED ABOUT THEIR FUTURE AND 
GETTING A GOOD JOB
Centennials are not only at risk of disconnection, they are 
worried about their future. According to a survey by  Boys 
& Girls Clubs of America, nearly every youth involved in a 
study of a BGCA teen leadership program was worried 
about finding steady work in the future (94 percent) (Boys 
& Girls Clubs of America, 2015). 

While many Millennials tried to find jobs in the midst of the 
Great Recession, Centennials were raised during times 
of national challenge, and some experts believe that this 
will have a lasting effect on how this group thinks about 
finances, purchasing decisions, higher education and job 
security (Buchholz and Buchholz, 2012). Some studies 
have reported that young people raised in difficult economic 
circumstances are less likely to start their own company, 
leave home and take risks (Giuliano and Spilimbergo, 
2014). In contrast, they are more likely to believe that 
luck, rather than individual effort, plays the biggest role in 
a person’s success, classically illustrating what Stanford 
University Professor Carol Dweck refers to as a “fixed 
mindset” (Buchholz and Buchholz, 2012; Dweck, 2011).

A DIGITALLY INTUITIVE GENERATION
While many Centennials are at risk of becoming 
disconnected from pathways to financial and social 
success, they are hyper connected to one another through 
technology, which serves as their intuitive communication 
platform. Research indicates that youth ages 13-18 (teens) 
spend as much as nine hours a day consuming digital 
media, while youth ages 8-12 spend as much as six hours a 
day consuming media (Lenhart, Smith, Anderson, Duggan, 
and Perrin, 2015). Centennials don’t know of a time when 
they didn’t have a searchable presence in the digital world, 
a time where they didn’t have wireless access or social 
media connectivity. This connection through technology 
deepens their relationships and engages their passions. 
These ubiquitous handheld devices are an intuitive part of 
their lives – devices that far exceed the technology of the 
desktop computers of just 10 years ago. 

Centennials are quickly becoming a mobile-first technology 
generation. Mobile access to the internet is common 
among teens, and cell phones have become an especially 
important access point. BGCA’s research found that 
74 percent of respondents were on their cell phones 
constantly – a finding echoed by other national studies 
(BGCA 2015; Lenhart, 2015; Lenhart and Associates, 
2015).  To this point, a Pew research study found that 57 
percent of Centennials have met new friends online, with 
nearly 30 percent saying they have made more than five 
friends online (Lenhart and Associates, 2015).

Because of their constant interaction in the digital world, 
today’s teens are programmed to interact and engage in 
dynamic learning environments where they can multitask; 
access information; exercise choice; move at their own 
pace; communicate socially; and elevate their voice to 
comment, like, forward, post and share at any time. Put 
simply, there is an immediacy and an agency to how they 
expect information. We must understand this community if 
we are to effectively shape their experiences in powerfully 
and developmentally appropriate ways. 

While Millennials were smitten by the newness of social 
media’s capabilities, Centennials view social media as a 
tool to share content how they want, when they want, if 
they want and to whom they want. 

Sophisticated Users of Social Media 

Teen Facebook users generally use their real names, but 
youth who don’t want their identities to be searchable by 
parents, college admissions or others, often use sites such 
as Twitter and Instagram to digitally hang out with their 
friends (boyd, 2016). While teens view Facebook as a 
complete and foundational catalog of everyone they have 
ever known, newer social media platforms such as Snapchat 
and Instagram are viewed as spaces for their friends and 
their personal interests and passions. It is for this reason that 
they follow the lives of not only their generation’s celebrities, 
such as Taylor Swift, Kylie Jenner and Selena Gomez, but 

SECTION 1
 WHO ARE THE CENTENNIALS?



PREPARING THE CENTENNIAL GENERATION FOR LEADERSHIP 

8

millions also follow other Centennials who are social media 
famous, such as “@Summerella,” “@Bretmanrock” or “@
novess” because these people are interesting and funny, not 
because they are famous in any other aspects of their lives. 
Some even argue that YouTube famous celebrities have 
eclipsed mainstream stars in influence (Defy Media, 2015). 
Teens look up to these trusted online personalities in the 
same way they look up to the popular kids in their school.

It’s this increasing savvy that has led Centennials to choose 
to unplug from social media sites at times, deactivating 
their accounts to get away from the “drama of what friends 
are posting.”6 This savvy also has led them to gravitate to 
platforms such as Snapchat to capture and distribute digital 
media to target who receives this content and control how 
long they see it since content on platforms like Snapchat 
will ultimately disappear. 

This move toward more sophisticated platforms was 
echoed in research by Boys & Girls Clubs of America. In 
our research, Snapchat was the most preferred platform 
of 1,300 teens in a leadership program (Exhibit 3) with 45 
percent reporting that they used the platform constantly, 
followed by Instagram (36 percent) and YouTube (29 
percent). Interestingly, these platforms are highly creative 
in nature, allowing youth to post images, videos and other 
forms of media, a fact that is crucial to their ability to make 
their voices heard in the world.

Today, Snapchat is the most popular platform among 
surveyed Club teens. However, new digital platforms are 
constantly emerging, due in part to the growing availability 
of high-speed internet. With improved livestreaming 
experiences, young people are moving away from hanging 
out in person to a trend some call ‘live chilling’(Mims, 2017).

EXHIBIT 3. TOP FIVE MOST PREFERRED SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORMS AND THE PERCENTAGE 
OF CENTENNIALS WHO USE THEM CONSTANTLY (AGES 13-18)

100 20

45% Snapchat

18% Twitter

5030 6040 70 80 90 100

17% Facebook

36% Instagram

29% YouTube

Source: Boys & Girls Clubs of America National 
Keystone Teen Survey 2015 (N=1300)

SECTION 1
 WHO ARE THE CENTENNIALS?



PREPARING THE CENTENNIAL GENERATION FOR LEADERSHIP 

EXHIBIT 4. DEFINITION OF DIGITAL LITERACY

The definition of literacy has evolved in the 21st century. The basic definition of literacy is to be able to read  
and write. To be successful in today’s digital world, literacy goes far beyond being able to read and write. What  
it means to be digitally literate has reflected the change in how information is processed, delivered and received in 
today’s highly connected world. The University Library of The University of Illinois defines digital literacy as:

 The ability to use digital technology, communication tools or networks to locate, evaluate, use and  
create information.

 The ability to understand and use information in multiple formats from a wide range of sources when it is  
presented via computers and handheld devices. 

 A person’s ability to perform tasks effectively in a digital environment. 

 The ability to read and interpret media, to reproduce data and images through digital manipulation, and to 
evaluate and apply new knowledge gained from digital environments. 

Source: http://www.library.illinois.edu/diglit/definition.html
9

‘Live chilling’ is made possible by the availability of video 
chat in stand-alone apps like Houseparty, Fam and ooVoo. 
According to Houseparty, which launched in February 
2016, the app reached one million daily active users within 
seven months (Mims, 2017). Fam, launched in December 
2016, reached a million downloads within 12 days, 
according to their co-founder and chief executive Giuseppe 
Stuto (Mims, 2017). The point is not for youth development 
professionals to know every platform that exists, but for 
youth development professionals to have a clear sense of who 
young people are and the experiences that in part, define their 
values, relationships, priorities and behaviors.7  

FACING A NEW DIGITAL DIVIDE
While the majority of Centennial generation youth are 
constantly plugged into digital networks, challenges 
remain to overcome what many refer to as a new digital 
divide. A divide that is defined by the type of equipment 
that youth use, the bandwidth speed they can tap into 
for their online learning experiences, and their lack of 
engagement with a maker movement that is as much 
about creating technology as using it (Lenhart, Smith, 
Anderson, Duggan, and Perrin, 2015; Rideout &  
Katz, 2016).   

In too many instances, diverse and low-income youth are only 
connecting through handheld mobile devices (phones) 
(Rideout & Katz, 2016; Katz & Levine, 2015). They have 
little access to desktop, laptop and tablet computers to 
engage in research, complete homework assignments, 
collaborate with their peers and develop the higher levels of 
digital literacy ability. They also don’t have access to high-
speed Wi-Fi networks, 3D printing and other technologies 
that are moving from cutting edge to common technologies 
used by youth in more affluent communities. (See Exhibit 4 
for a definition of digital literacy). 

SECTION 1
 WHO ARE THE CENTENNIALS?
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Finally, many underserved youth are not becoming “Digital 
Ninjas” as African American, Latino, Native American and 
low-income youth are nearly absent from a digital-maker 
movement, where teens across the world are not only using 
Instagram and Snapchat as platforms of communication, 
but more importantly they are participating in online 
maker spaces and writing code, which is the Instagram 
and Snapchat of the future (Rideout & Katz, 2016; Katz & 
Levine, 2015).  

Today’s teens possess the tools and an intuitive ability 
with technology to become the catalysts of wide sweeping 
innovation. If we are going to empower them to develop the 
type of digital literacy required to lead in the 21st century, 
OST providers have a key role to play connecting teens to 
meaningful opportunities to use technology for learning, 
leadership, creativity, fitness and service.8 The ability to 
access technology for creativity and learning purposes is 
key to unlocking youth interests and empowering them to 
go beyond what they have access to at school or in their 
homes. It allows them to explore their passions and interests 
in ways that empower them to have freedom and autonomy 
as they develop a purpose and vision for their future (Goins, 
2015). We return to this point as we discuss our vision for 
digital youth development in section five of this paper, which 
outlines BGCA’s overall teen youth development strategy.

A CREATIVE AND INNOVATIVE 
GENERATION

One factor that sets Centennials and Millennials apart from 
previous generations is their creative interests (Merriman, 
2016). Centennials are constantly creating digital content 
to post and share – hundreds of times per week in some 
instances. If you spend any time with a teenager today, 
inevitably, you will see them glaring into the camera with 
a cocked head, pouty lips or a staged plate of food; 
positioning the photo, changing the settings to get the 
right angle and crop the shot. They post their image with 
the appropriate hashtags and description to capture its 

symbols and meanings. For teens, communication is more 
than just texts and words, it’s about images, pictures, 
videos, GIFs and emojis. Why even Tweet 140 characters 
when you can send a six-second Vine9 that tells the story 
with no words at all?

Centennials are a do-it-yourself (DIY) culture of creative 
leaders in waiting, as Richard Florida signaled in his now-
timeless book, The Rise of the Creative Class (Florida, 
2004). Centennial generation youth are fully immersed 
in creative technology and resources like no generation 
has been before – a point that we return to in the second 
section of this paper, and one that highlights the key role 
of OST providers to create passion-driven experiences for 
Centennial teens. 

Creativity and innovation are deeply engrained values in 
Centennial teens. The internet is their navigation system, 
their guide on how to replace their phone screen, and their 
step-by-step instruction manual on downloading a YouTube 
video to their phone. No matter the problem, Centennials 
solve it using technology. But even beyond technology, this 
generation of youth wants to shape their reality in myriad 
ways. They desire to lead their organizations, not just 
participate in organizational life. As a result, OST leaders 
must relinquish some control of their programs to allow 
Centennial teens to creatively shape the organization’s 
agenda, or risk losing the attention of this generation  
all together.

SECTION 1
 WHO ARE THE CENTENNIALS?
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These themes are prevalent in conversations that Boys 
& Girls Club staff have with teens and throughout the 
literature cited. Today’s teens are focused on authenticity, 
as credit is given to their friends and others who are able 
to stand out and distinguish themselves through their style, 
their voice, their point of view and their personal brands. 
Centennials want to build a unique identity that is focused 
on being true to themselves.  They also want to interact with 
adults in ways that are honest and authentic — a point that 
we emphasize throughout this paper

ENTERING A NEW ERA OF LEADERSHIP, 
SOCIAL ACTIVISM AND ENGAGEMENT

Another defining characteristic of the Centennial generation 
was the election of Barrack Obama as the first African 
American president in the history of the United States. The 
mere existence of President Obama, First Lady Michelle 
Obama and the entire First Family forever shifted the images 
of leadership and possibility associated with the executive 
office (Ong, Burrow, and Cerrada, 2016; Marx, Ko, and 
Friedman, 2009). Their diversity and personal stories sent 
a powerful message of inclusion to youth coming of age 
during a time of unprecedented diversity.

Centennial generation teens are at the forefront of a 
resurgence of protests not seen in recent years, such as the 
Women’s March and Black Lives Matter (Franklin, 2016). 
Students as early as high school are staging walkouts at 
their schools, participating in demonstrations and elevating 
their voice in record numbers through social media. They 
are advocating for reproductive freedom, LGBTQ equality, 
the ending of racial community violence, environmental 
sustainability and the importance of embracing all people’s 
humanity regardless of background or circumstance. 

This generation is also coming of age in a time of new 
administrative leadership and increased divisiveness as 
a new wave of hate acts and crimes are emerging. The 
Southern Poverty Law Center noted that the number of hate 

groups in the United States rose for a second year in a row 
in 2016, most acutely in opposition to Muslims (Southern 
Poverty Law Center, 2016). To prepare the Centennial 
generation for leadership, we must take the combination 
of these dynamic issues into consideration, along with a 
shifting policy environment on immigration, gender and 
race, which are made more sensational by the 24/7/365 
social media crush of information.

OST providers have an opportunity to engage Centennial 
generation teens in meaningful experiences to help them 
become leaders and active, productive global citizens. 
This is especially important for socially and economically 
marginalized young people who are at greater risk of 
disconnection than any other generation. More affluent 
youth interact constantly in the digital world, attend school 
and have greater access to higher education and job 
opportunities. Conversely, disconnected youth, who are 
typically neither working nor attending school, are at greater 
risk of not fulfilling their potential due to inequalities that 
exist across race, ethnicity and income levels. Improving 
the ecosystem of disconnected youth can greatly improve 
the support these young people receive. This ecosystem 
includes colleges, nonprofit organizations, school 
districts and government agencies, as well as housing, 
transportation, food, financial aid and childcare. 

SECTION 1
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As we consider the reality of preparing Centennials to 
lead, it’s obvious that the ecosystem sustaining America’s 
children, particularly its teens, is growing more fragile. 
Schools are struggling to provide youth with the types 
of 21st century leadership abilities and knowledge 
that Centennials need to succeed in an increasingly 
competitive global economy. Far too many of our youth 
see academic achievement and success as beyond their  
reach (OECD, 2015). 

Let’s consider some critical facts that frame this discussion 
of youth development, education and national security:

 Most young people do not qualify for military service. A recent 
study on military readiness found that 75 percent of U.S. 
citizens between the ages of 17-24 are not qualified to join 
the military because they are physically out of shape, have 
a criminal record or are undereducated – all challenges that 
youth development is directly poised to address (Mission 
Readiness Group, 2014).

 Employers are having difficulty finding Americans to hire with 
adequate skills. The jobs of the future are STEM jobs, and 
the demand for professionals in STEM fields is projected 
to outpace the supply of trained workers and professionals. 
Additionally, STEM competencies are increasingly required for 
workers, both within and outside specific STEM occupations 
(Achieve, 2012; Committee on STEM Education, 2013). 

 A recent report estimates that there will be one million fewer 
STEM graduates over the next decade than U.S. industries 
will need (Committee on STEM Education, 2013). To truly 
meet this challenge, STEM preparation needs to be expanded 

to the base of the economic pyramid – this will require more 
than schools. OST programs present ideal, informal learning 
environments for youth to gain confidence, passion and 
interest in STEM-related subjects.

 Our K-12 system ranks in the middle of the pack in international 
comparisons (OECD, 2014). Of the 33 countries that 
participated in a recent study that measured students’ ability 
to apply what they learn in real-life situations, 12 countries 
had higher scores than that of the U.S. across a range 
of indicators (OECD, 2014). OST organizations provide 
great spaces for youth to create meaning out of what they 
have learned in school and to enhance their leadership 
abilities in myriad ways that have long-term educational and  
life benefits.

 Every day, 14 million youth lack access to safe spaces and 
positive peer interactions, and OST providers can give these 
youth access to safe spaces, new experiences and positive 
youth-development professionals who can help them develop 
critical mindsets, skills and successful habits (After School 
Alliance, 2014).  The lack of safe spaces is a major driver of the 
violence that we see in our communities, as violent homicide 
is the number one cause of death among teens. 

 Nearly one-fifth of our nation’s teens and young adults are 
disconnected from school and work – a reality that OST 
providers are perfectly designed to prevent (Lewis and Burd-
Sharps, 2015). While establishing critical reconnection points 
for disconnected youth is important, OST providers have an 
opportunity to provide vulnerable youth with experiences that 
can shield them from disconnection in the first place.

 Finally, the new digital divide has created an increasingly 
challenging reality for underserved communities. Nearly 
everyone is connected to the internet, yet poor children  are 
still more likely to use digital technology for entertainment 
and play, unlike their more affluent peers who use technology 
to lead, create, learn and collaborate in the digital world 
(Anderson, 2014; Valadez and Duran, 2007; Neuman and 
Celano, 2012). Such learning must become an elevated 
priority among Centennials, the first generation raised 
with mobile technology from the moment they entered the 
world, a point of emphasis made in the previous section of  
this monograph.

SECTION 2
UNDERSTANDING THE FRAGILE ECOSYSTEM  
FOR YOUTH AND TEENS
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A GENERATION THAT NEEDS OST TO 
BECOME 21ST CENTURY LEADERS

Unlike previous generations, Centennials will not 
graduate from high school, enter the workforce, work 
a single job for thirty years and then retire to a lifetime 
pension provided by a long-term employer. As we think 
about the future of this country, it’s clear that we have no 
choice but to embrace the promise of the Centennial 
generation’s diversity as a matter of national security 
because our workforce must reflect the diverse identities of  
Centennial youth.

Innovation and creativity define today’s economy, as 
employees must use technology and information in dynamic 
and imaginative ways. Consultants, designers, developers, 
programmers, sales and marketing leaders, data analysts, 
customer service professionals, health care providers, 
machine operators, educators, entrepreneurs and engineers 
all must apply 21st century skills in the innovation economy 
(Williams, 2013). This means (a) ideation and problem 
solving, (b) communicating effectively, (c) leading and 
following in teams, (d) possessing socio-emotional skills, 
and (e) not only mastering new technologies, but becoming 
digitally literate in terms of leadership in the digital world 
(Exhibit 5). Even industrial jobs require employees with 
these types of competencies, as high-skill manufacturing, 
trade and construction jobs now require a greater level  
of sophistication and technical acumen than they did in  
the past.

OST programs can play a powerful role to help teens 
prepare for their future. In a study of 165,000 teens, Youth 
Truth, a national non-profit organization funded by the Gates 
Foundation found that less than half of teens feel positive 
about their college and career readiness and desire more 
adult support when planning for college and choosing a 
career to pursue (Youth Truth, 2015). While about 56 percent 
believe that their schools have helped them understand the 
steps they will need to take to apply to college, even less 
– 46 percent – said schools have helped them figure out 
which careers match their interests and abilities, illustrating 
a gap between what youth need and what they are getting. 
OST programs are well poised to meet the needs of this 
group (Youth Truth, 2015).

EXHIBIT 5. FIVE STAR MODEL OF 21ST CENTURY 
LEADERSHIP

Despite the powerful role that OST programs can play to help 
prepare youth for leadership, access itself poses a challenge 
that must be addressed. In most communities, services for 
teens are sparse. A 2014 report by the After School Alliance 
makes the case for more and stronger pre-college programs 
for our nation’s youth and teens as it found that 19.4 million 
children and teens would participate in an after-school 
program if one were available to them (After School Alliance, 
2014). This point is especially true for African American, 
Hispanic and low-income youth, who take advantage of 
these programs more frequently and have a disproportionally 
high level of unmet needs for such services (After School  
Alliance, 2014).  

The facts presented above provide a glimpse into the young 
person’s ecosystem. As a country, we face deeply complex 
issues that if left unaddressed, will have negative long-term 
ramifications around youth development, education and 
national security. OST providers have a platform to offer 
tangible hope through youth development programs, 
while offering long-term, sustainable solutions to these  
system problems.
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In a world in which teens have nearly limitless choices and 
a multitude of influences competing for their attention, OST 
providers must find a way to capture a share of their time 
and interests. Teens vote with their feet, and having a teen 
youth development program built on the concepts of voice, 
choice, access and passion is key to capturing and holding 
their interests. To this point, some studies have noted that 
25 percent or more of teens drop out of their OST activities 
within the first two months, citing disinterest and boredom 
(Hanover Research, 2014). 

With online “third spaces” always at their fingertips, teens 
won’t tolerate what some have called “the demands of dull 
engagement” (Pickhardt, 2015). Put simply, if we bore 
them, or they associate OST programs with a continuation 
of their structured school day, they are out the door. This 
point is especially true for older teens, who are always 
hedging their bets by making calculated decisions to 
look for value and return on investment for their time and 
attention (Hanover Research, 2014). Appealing to teens 
requires showing them that you truly respect them and that 
you know how to deliver a compelling value proposition, 
which speaks to their fears, interest, hopes and dreams.

FIVE KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
SERVING TEENS

This generation is impatient and will quickly eliminate 
experiences that don’t immediately deliver their needs. 
This means there is a high bar for OST providers that 
seek this generation’s engagement. OST programs must 
be exciting, compelling and valuable if they are going to 
win the hearts and minds of a generation that has more 
choice and less patience than ever before. 

As we outline in Exhibit 6, Boys & Girls Clubs of America 
has identified five key themes that we recommend for all 
OST pre-collegiate programs, to capture the minds and 
hearts of teens:

Establish voice, choice, access and passion-driven 
programming and environments as the foundation of 
your teen youth-development experience. 

Hire staff and involve teen-savvy adults as volunteers, 
who demonstrate respect and loyalty to teens as they 
help them navigate their lives. 

Provide passion-driven programming that centers on 
their interests, while allowing them to create, explore 
and express themselves, to drive trips and visits to 
your teen youth development program.

Create programs that will provide clear pathways to 
the workforce through first-job experiences that allow 
them to make money, as well as programs that will 
allow them to pursue postsecondary education.

Finally, this generation of youth must be engaged 
digitally if we are to become a part of their network 
of prioritized experiences and empower them to fully 
overcome the new digital divide.

SECTION 3
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Recommendations Description Tactics
Establish voice, choice, access and passions as the  
foundation of your teen youth development program

Teens require programmatic experiences and  
environments that allow them to relax and  
express choice, while they explore their passions, be  
themselves, have fun and shape their own reality as  
the young adults they are becoming.

• Spaces that embody the essence of the HOMAGO  
(hang out, mess around and geek out on topics of  
interest) concept.

• Spaces that are holistically about championing teen 
voices, perspectives and potential to lead.

• Teen advisory boards that allow teens to have  
ownership over their space and its programs.

• Provide teens with opportunities to lead and control the 
goals, priorities and activities of their programs.

Build trusting relationships with teens Serving teens requires teen-savvy staff and volunteers, 
who have a clear understanding of who teens are 
developmentally. These staff and volunteers are able 
to communicate and remain a consistent part of their 
lives, helping them to navigate challenges, discover 
their passions, find other resources and overcome the 
insecurities that are inevitable for young people during 
this period of their lives.

• Staff who understand how to talk with and engage teens.
• Staff who can provide continuity in teens’ lives. 
• Staff who view teens as contributors and leaders.
• Staff who know the names and interests of their teens.
• Staff who engage in thoughtful planning activities to  

prepare powerful and clearly thought out learning  
experiences for teens.

• Staff who use positive guidance and support to work with 
teens.

• Staff serving in dedicated teen youth development roles.

Provide passion-driven programming to capture the  
imaginations and hearts of teens

Teens want passion-driven programming that  
is centered on their interest, hopes and dreams  
to allow them to create, explore and express  
themselves.

• Programs and experiences that involve teen’s interests,  
are fun and allow them to create and express themselves.

• Programs in the visual arts, performance, music,  
hip-hop culture, theater, media, sports, entertainment, 
digital engagement, civic engagement, activism and 
community service.

• Programs that allow youth to expand their horizons 
through travel, special camps, shadowing experiences, 
college and workforce development visits and more.

Create realistic pathways to jobs and higher education Teens want programs and relationships that  
will provide clear pathways to the workforce through 
first-job experiences and internships that allow 
them to make money, become more independent,  
establish new identities and access the types of tools and  
resources that will allow them to pursue postsecondary 
education.

• Both near-peer and professional mentors and volunteers 
who can provide career role modeling and coaching for 
youth in both one-on-one, group and digital settings.

• Programs that allow youth to experience internships, job 
shadowing experiences and interact with professionals in 
different industries. 

• Programs that provide youth with first-job skill develop-
ment, career exploration and real-world work experience.

• Programs that provide youth with academic credits, schol-
arships, test preparation, financial literacy and on-campus 
experiences.

Provide digitally engaged experiences Teens must be engaged digitally through  
significant learning experiences if we want to  
truly establish shared voice in their lives,  
become a part of their network of prioritized  
experiences, relationships, and spaces, and  
empower them as leaders.

• Initiatives that establish teen brand ambassadors and  
social media interns.

• Programs that feature blended youth-development  
experiences, combining traditional and digital experiences.

• Programs that feature gamified experiences.
• Programs that feature self-directed learning pathways.
• Programs that feature digital mentors.
• Programs that feature digital badges and recognition.

SECTION 3
CAPTURING THE MINDS AND HEARTS OF TEENS
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ESTABLISH VOICE, CHOICE, ACCESS 
AND PASSIONS AS THE FOUNDATION 
OF YOUR TEEN YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 
PROGRAM

Elevating Teen Voice

Having a strong teen program is foundational to 
elevating teen voice. Teens become deeply connected 
to experiences they can shape and own. According 
to research commissioned by Boys & Girls Clubs of 
America, the number of leadership opportunities provided 
to teens themselves was the single strongest predictor of 
teen retention in a program (Hanover Research, 2014).  
Centennial teens want choice and opportunities to lead.

Real buy-in involves at least some element of co-creation. 
It invites discussion, debate and allows everyone to feel 
vested in the outcome. The same is true for building a high-
caliber teen youth development program. For example, 
creating teen advisory boards that allow teens to shape 
their environment is powerful. Giving teens a voice in the 
development of a bring-your-own-device policy (BYOD) 
makes them feel like they are defining how technology 
will be used in their teen programs. Empowering them 
to determine how to spend a financial gift given to their 
program teaches them how to research options and make 
strong financial decisions, while emboldening them as co-
decision makers in creating their reality in the program. 

Letting teens partially control their space, determining its 
color scheme, decorations, hours and even services, is a 
powerful way to create a great experience for teens. This 
gives them options, and allows them ownership of their 
space. When young people have a choice in shaping their 
environments, in defining what and how they are learning, 
there is more engagement, self-motivation and personal 
investment (Pink, 2009).

HOMAGO: Providing Spaces To Hang Out, 
Mess Around And Geek Out
In a study of teens and new media, University of California 
Irvine Professor Mizuko Ito and Associates noted that 
teen youth development programs need to provide youth 
with opportunities and spaces to “HOMAGO,” that is, to 
hang out, mess around and geek out (Ito and Associates, 
2008). 

Unlike adults who can chose when and if they want to 
spend time with friends, teens live highly governed lives. As 
a result, they are often searching for environments where 
they can engage in the timeworn tradition of hanging out 
with friends. This is why shopping malls, friends’ houses, 
coffee shops, digital environments and places where they 
can access high-speed internet connections are prime 
spaces for getting together.

Older youth need spaces of their own, distinct not only from 
the mandatory spaces of the school day, but also from the 
spaces designed for younger children. Seventy percent of 
teens surveyed at BGCA’s National Keystone Conference 
say their friends don’t attend the Club because they think 
it is only for younger kids (BGCA, 2015); and 65 percent 
of participants in a study by the Harvard Family Research 
Project said they’d rather simply relax after school, instead 
of attend an after-school program (Hanover, 2014). 
While parents point to elements such as program offerings 
as being key to OST settings, teens themselves are 
quick to identify appealing spaces as essential (Hanover 
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Research, 2014). “If you don’t have certain programming 
or a teen space that sparks their interest, you’re not going 
to get teens in the Club, let alone retain them,” said a 
youth development leader who participated in BGCA’s 
Teen Great Think, a thought leadership event designed 
to engage some of the nation’s most creative leaders in 
thinking about the teen challenge in the U.S.

Special Spaces for Teens to Geek Out In

Teens want spaces that are not only safe respites from 
the pressures of the school day and, for some, the family 
responsibilities of home or the danger of the neighborhood 
streets – they want places where they can seek positive 
interactions with their peers, meet new friends and take 
advantage of informal relationships with adults who assist 
them in their areas of interest. They want to participate 
in activities that prepare them for their future, are project-
based, and that “hold cultural, social and educational 
significance within the community.” They want all of this in 
spaces designed intentionally for them.

This means providing Centennials with a teen youth-
development experience that will allow them to spend 
unstructured time simply having fun by playing video 
games, engaging with technology and joking around with 
one another – in other words, hanging out and messing 
around (Ito and Associates, 2008).  But just beyond 
hanging out and messing around, there is a higher goal 
of teen youth development, which is essential to avoiding 
nihilism and disconnection in our communities. In this 
space, we create loosely structured opportunities for 
teens to become involved in passion-driven experiences 
that allow them to “geek out” by following their interests 
and going deep into an activity. 

Grounded in the learning theory of constructionism 
and the identity of Centennial youth, Ito and Associates 
argued that this is when the best learning happens as 

youth engage in hands-on experiences that allow them 
to explore, reflect, make and share what they create 
(Ito and Associates, 2008). Because of their focus on 
creation and self-direction, this style of youth development 
is viewed as more effective than the traditional style of 
teaching, which is transferring knowledge from adult  
to teen.

One participant in the BGCA Teen Great Think thought 
leadership event amplified the importance of having 
a teen youth-development philosophy of HOMAGO  
as follows:

“We have to provide spaces where teens can be 
themselves and truly own their environment 
as they come in and out of different types of 
experiences. They want a space to hang out and 
have fun and then move into learning something 
in a social way, and then they may get involved 
in a structured activity. This is when they really 
start to geek out on something and go deep when 
they are interested and passionate about an area. 
They want to do a deep dive into video games or 
coding or media development or spoken word. 
The point is they go deep when they can be 
social and just flow in and out of experiences that 
interest them. You have to recognize that teens 
don’t want linear experiences that are like school. 
That is the messing around part, where they 
can just flow toward their interests and kind of 
explore things with their friends in a topic area, or 
not. But when their interests are piqued and their 
passion is lit, they go deep.”

 A Youth Development Leader who participated in the BGCA 
Teen Great Think

While some examples may include freestanding teen 
centers that feature their own teen-only entrance, other 
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approaches work as well (See Appendix A for several 
models and principles of success for building a strong 
teen center). Creating dedicated rooms for teens only 
within a building creates a separate world for them to call 
their own and can also create a special place where teens 
can build their own culture and space to establish a sense 
of belonging. Other examples include establishing special 
hours of the day when teens are the only ones allowed 
to access what is typically a general area of the building, 
such as the gym, computer lab, recording studio, maker 
space or some other environment that is temporarily given 
to teens for their use. 

BUILD TRUSTING RELATIONSHIPS 
WITH TEENS

The foundation of a great teen program is the relationships 
that are built between youth-development professionals, 
mentors, volunteers and teens themselves (Hanover 
Research, 2014). The best way to capture teens’ hearts 
and influence their minds is to maintain honest and 
authentic relationships that keep them in a dialogue with 
caring and supportive adults, leverage key techniques 
of positive youth development, and build out clear youth 
development plans and schedules that we know to be 
essential to driving positive outcomes (Hanover Research, 
2014). (See Exhibit 7 for an example of Boys & Girls Clubs 
of America’s research that analyzed the relationships 
between positive youth development staff practices and 

youth development perceptions).
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EXHIBIT 7. BOYS & GIRLS CLUBS OF AMERICA RESEARCH ON YOUTH DEVELOPMENT STAFF PRACTICES 
AND POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT OUTCOMES 

Boys & Girls Clubs of America, in collaboration with Hanover Research, conducted an analysis of two  
databases that allowed for a unique look at the relationship between Club members’ experiences and  
perspectives, and BGCA staff practices. Data representing Club member experiences were drawn from the 2014 
National Youth Outcomes Initiatives survey, and included 138,320 Club member responses. Staff characteristics, 
practices, training and perceptions are drawn from the Club staff survey, which includes responses from 3,018 staff  
members. To link the youth and staff survey data, an aggregate Club member variable was created at the  
site level, which links to corresponding staff members at those sites.

The outcomes of interest correspond to the seven measures of overall Club member experience: Adult  
Connections, Physical Safety, Emotional Safety, Staff Expectations Recognition, Sense of Belonging and  
Fun. These measures inform BGCA’s theory of positive youth development and taken together, define  
what is collectively referred to as the Optimal Club Experience.

The study not only examined correlations, but also engaged in multiple regression analyses that estimated  
the relationship between staff practices, training and perceptions while controlling for staff and site-level  
characteristics. The analysis was separated into considerations for directors and youth development  
professionals, who each answered different portions of the Club staff survey. 

Some statistically significant findings of the multiple regression analyses include:

Directors Youth Development Professionals
• Knowing all Club members’ names, having planned activities and employing 

positive reinforcement are practices that are most likely to boost Optimal Club 
Experience.

• Directors who perceive their staff members to work well together, provide 
homework help for members, and actively engage parents are associated with 
higher Optimal Club Experience rates.

• Directors who report a member-to-staff ratio of 11 or higher are associated 
with a lower rate of Optimal Sense of Belonging, Physical and Emotional Safety, 
Staff Expectations and Recognition.

• On average, directors who identify themselves as Hispanic are associated with 
a higher proportion of members reporting an Optimal Overall Club Experience 
across all outcome variables, implying that culture and identity may be an 
important dynamic in building trusting and strong relationships with diverse 
youth.

• The presence of African American Club directors was associated with the pres-
ence of positive outcomes in the area of youth recognition, implying that cul-
ture and identity may be an important dynamic in building trusting and strong 
relationships with diverse youth.

• Knowing all Club members’ names, having planned activities and employing 
positive reinforcement are linked to higher Optimal Overall Club Experience 
rates. 

• Across all Club Experience outcomes, youth development professionals  
who strongly agree that they received training in basic program planning are 
associated with more Club members reporting an Optimal Club Experience. 

• Youth development professionals identified in the staff survey as Hispanic are 
associated with higher rates of Optimal Club Experience, implying that culture 
and identity may be an important dynamic in building trusting and strong 
relationships with diverse youth.

• Youth development professionals who identified themselves as male were  
also positively associated with having positive adult connections, implying that 
having more males in a youth development professional role may be important 
to supporting positive youth development outcomes.

Source: Hanover Research (2014). Best practices in teen engagement. Arlington, VA: Hanover Research.
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Listening to Teens is Key 

Working in an informal educational space, teen youth 
development staff often become mentors in the eyes 
of members by helping them feel safe, welcomed and 
supported. Teens build relationships with adults who 
genuinely listen to their perspectives and opinions. 
Listening and focusing on their voices and what they  
are saying is key to building positive teen youth-development 
relationships. 

During the teen years the number one goal of any adult 
interested in supporting teens is maintaining strong lines 
of communication, respecting them as people, valuing their 
opinions, engaging their insights and caring about them and 
their preferences. Really talking with them, and not at them, 
is foundational to creating a strong teen youth-development 
culture. BGCA research found that something as simple as 
every staff member knowing the names of each teen was 
important to members having a positive youth development 
experience (Hanover, 2014). One Boys & Girls Club staff 

participant in the Teen Great Think made this point, arguing 
for the importance of full-time, dedicated teen and tween 
staff and explaining the important role that staff relationships 
play in retaining youth over time:

“ That staff person at the Club means so much. Teens 
need somebody who is going to be there for them 
every day, almost like a parent. We lose kids just 
because of that staff person; that staff person is 
the connection. I like to say that each staff has their 
clingons that they own. I don’t know how much I can 
emphasize the importance of staff and financing 
that full-time staff person. We are getting ready to 
fund a full-time “tweener” staff because we know 
how important that group is to the teens who are 
eventually going to be teens.”

 Youth Development Staff Leader that participated in the BGCA 
Teen Great Think
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Teen programs that succeed in recruiting and retaining 
teen members have high-quality, dedicated teen youth-
development professionals who understand this principle. 
They also ensure that programmatic practices and 
structural features of their programs meet the needs of their 
communities’ teens. Programs for teens are most successful 
when teen youth-development professionals are skilled at 
building healthy relationships that weave long-term strategy 
and commitment into the fabric of their teen programs. 
At the simplest level, this means teen directors and youth 
development professionals have a clear plan of action to 
guide the experience of teens, even if that plan includes 
free time for youth to explore and engage their passions and 
interests (Hanover, 2014).  

ESTABLISH TRIP-DRIVING PROGRAM 
THAT LIVE ON TEENS PASSIONS 

Teens need programs and opportunities that encompass 
their passions. They need programs to motivate them to 
make the trip to participate in an OST program. Put simply, 
if you don’t secure teens’ hearts and passions, it becomes 
difficult to connect to their minds. Individuals with passion 
have a strong inclination toward activities that they like – 
or even love – activities they find important, and activities 
in which they regularly invest time and energy (Vallerand, 
2012). The presence of positive emotions during passion-
focused activities contributes to happiness, life satisfaction 
and self-growth – all key concepts associated with socio-
emotional wellness (Vallerand, 2012). 

OST providers must offer teens opportunities to explore 
and develop their passions and interests by providing 
them with experiences they may not have elsewhere.  
At the Teen Great Think several examples emerged, including 
creative writing, poetry, dance, fashion design, graphic 
design, media making, video production, entrepreneurship, 
community service, computer coding, music recording, 
activism and engaging youth in hip-hop culture and the arts. 

A Creative Foundation to Building  
21st Century Teen Programs

At the core, these examples are the creative foundation we 
believe is the key to developing high-caliber programs for
teens. A recent study by Adobe in 2012 found that 80 
percent of study participants felt that creativity is critical 
to economic growth, and nearly two-thirds of respondents 
felt that creativity is valuable to society, but only one in 
four people believed they were living up to their creative 
potential. We believe OST providers can play an important 
role in driving our nation’s creative engine by helping youth 
establish a stronger creative foundation that builds on their 
imagination and natural tendencies.

One of the most powerful ways to bring this approach to life 
may be through hip-hop culture and music (Emdin, 2016; 
Kitwana, 2008). Hip-hop is the most globally listened to 
genre of music, according to a Spotify analysis of 20 billion 
tracks, a finding that Neilson research and BGCA research 
confirmed in the United States (Armstrong, 2016; Boys & 
Girls Clubs of America, 2015; Independent, 2015). As 
Exhibit 8 illustrates, more than 51 percent of all teens listen 
to hip-hop in an annual study of United States teens by Gfk 
MRI, a global research company that provides music and 
culture insights to the world’s leading companies (Armstrong, 
2016).10 

This number jumps to more than 80 percent for African 
American youth, as hip-hop is the dominant choice of 
music for this group. At the same time, hip-hop is the most 
preferred genre for White (46 percent) and Hispanic youth 
(49 percent) far out pacing country, pop, and other genres 
(Exhibit 8). This is not to say that every music, creative, 
dance, career or leadership program should focus on hip-
hop music and culture, but only that this genre represents a 
sweet spot that lives in the passion of the most youth and is 
the dominant cultural expression of African American youth 
by far. 

SECTION 3
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As a result, when designing programs from a perspective 
that takes into account the background, voice and interests 
of the Centennial generation — that is, building them from 
a culturally relevant perspective — it makes sense to build 
programs relevant to the largest group of youths. It also 
makes sense to build programs that tap into the dominant 
cultural trend that has reshaped not only music and dance 
but fashion, technology, media, marketing, advertising, 
language and the very expression of what is authentic and 
cool around the world for the Centennial, Millennial and 
Generation X communities. 

This is not to say that this should not be done without 
caution and a clear focus on youth development. Behind 
every song is a message from the artist to the audience. 
Whether that message is positive or negative, a message is 
always transmitted. Today hip-hop has become mainstream 
and often embraces negative images and themes. The 
challenge is to build hip-hop centered programs that build 
from the passion for the genre in a manner developmentally 
appropriate, that builds character, and that expands youths’ 
interests, skills, voices and experiences, rather than limiting 
them to only one way of seeing the world. 

Columbia University Professor Christopher Emdin gives an 
example of how to leverage hip-hop as a culturally relevant 
educational tool. Emdin (2016) defines hip-hop education 
as an approach to education and youth development that 
leverages youth interest in hip-hop and focuses on the art 
of rap and the culture of hip-hop as the bridge to teaching 
various topics. In his work, Emdin uses hip-hop to teach youth 
science, technology, engineering, arts and mathematics 
(STEAM) (Emdin, 2016). By challenging youth to write 
science raps and engage in scientific rap battles with young 
people, youth channel their passion for hip-hop into an 
interest in science, making the process of learning STEAM 
more fun, engaging, authentic and personal. By using hip-
hop culture to deepen youths’ connections to the topic, he 
not only expands participation in STEAM, but ignites passion 
inside students for a new area that may not be on their radar. 
This approach to STEAM education is inclusive of all youth, 
but is particularly relevant for urban youth of color who, 
though deeply engaged in hip-hop culture, are the least likely 
to engage in the scientific disciplines and career fields.
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Passion-Driven Programming is More Than 
Having Teens Do What They Know

Passion-driven programs should be guided by Centennials’ 
interests, but not limited to what they know or understand 
about the world today. To the contrary, passion-
driven programs should expose youth to new opportunities 
and horizons. One Teen Great Think participant noted:

“We need to help teens be aware of their strengths, find 
their voice and discover their interests by exposing 
them to different things. We must help them to find 
passion by creating programs that empower them to 
take action. ”
A Corporate Leader that Participated in the BGCA Teen  
Great Think.

Teens need opportunities to identify and follow their passions 
early in their lives. As psychological research has affirmed, 
identifying and following your passion is foundational to 
establishing purpose and fulfillment (Vallerand, 2012). Even 
though teens may not have a clear vision for their career, they 
are probably curious about different jobs, careers and areas 
that peek their interests.

It’s important to help teens follow their curiosity and uncover 
less obvious interests (Goins, 2015; Vallerand, 2012; 
Varshavskaya, 2016). These interests may tap into unique 
motivations that separate one person from another. Pursuing 
them sets teens on the pathway to unlocking both who they 
are and the roots of their creativity. Frequently these will be 
things that do not appear pragmatic at the time. A classic 
example is Steve Jobs’ curiosity for typefaces, which led him 
to attend a seemingly useless class on typography and to 
develop his design sensibility. Later this sensibility became 
an essential part of Apple computers and Apple’s core point 
of difference in the marketplace (Goins, 2015; Vallerand, 
2012; Varshavskaya, 2016).

Purpose is developed through the presence of motivating, 
long-term goals that are built on a person’s passions (Goins, 
2015; Duckworth, 2006; Vallerand, 2012). Purpose is 
inherently about defining your passions, building goals that 
emerge out of it and devoting significant time and energy to 
their pursuit. Developing a clear sense of one’s narrative and 

purpose is essential to developing meaning in one’s life, as 
a person’s interests can form the foundation of what drives 
their life professionally, as well as drive the impact they want 
to have in the world. The co-mingled processes of passion 
and goal clarification are the keys to individuals becoming 
gritty and resilient, as they deliberately pursue these twin 
objectives over time (Duckworth, 2006).

GIVE TEENS PATHWAYS TO HIGHER 
EDUCATION AND THE WORKFORCE
College and career readiness have been the focus of 
education policies and discussions for several years, yet  
U.S. students lag behind other nations in high school 
graduation, college going and completion (Williams, 2013).  
Leaders at the Teen Great Think discussed the importance of 
helping vulnerable youth access pathways to postsecondary 
education and the workforce, and helping them become  
job ready. 

Generally, Teen Great Think participants felt that OST 
providers could play a role in three related areas to help 
build pathways to higher education and the workforce  
for teens: 

 Strengthening academic achievement and empowering 
youth to be on a pathway to prosperity, successfully apply 
and ultimately navigate the postsecondary education 
process, providing them with tools and resources to 
actually pursue and be successful in higher education;

 Providing youth with mentors and role models generally, 
and explore career and educational opportunities more 
specifically; 

 Creating first-job readiness training and helping youth 
land first jobs and internship experiences. (See Exhibit 
9 for more information on the importance of first-job 
readiness for teens).

Participants were intentional in their language as many felt it 
constricting for OST providers to focus solely on helping youth 
pursue a bachelor’s degree at the expense of associates, 
career, technical, trade and military training and career 
opportunities (Achieve, 2012). A Harvard University study on 
pathways to success encouraged offering youth alternatives 
to pursuing a bachelor’s degree, which is essential for OST 
providers (William, Schwartz, and Ferguson, 2011).
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EXHIBIT 9. RESEARCH INSIGHT TO IMPROVE THE HIRING AND FIRST-JOB READINESS OF TEENS

A 2012 study of teens, employers and the process of employment by the Drexel University Center for 
Labor Markets and Policy and the Commonwealth Corporation uncovered several important findings 
highlighting the strengths and opportunities of teens in the eyes of employers, as well as key insights 
elevating the importance of coaching and preparing teens for interviews and first-job opportunities.  

Some of these findings included:

 Employers perceive teens’ math, writing and reading skills as comparable to adults who are applying  
for entry-level jobs in their firms; 

 Employers perceive teens’ technology skills as far superior to the skills of adults who are applying for  
entry-level jobs in their firms; 

 Employers perceive teens’ work behaviors as inferior to work behaviors of adults or college students,  
in particular attendance, punctuality and quit rates; these work behaviors are one of the most significant  
barriers to hiring teens; 

 Teens do not understand the signals they send to employers during informal interactions such as  
requesting an application, or in formal interactions such as interviews they are generally not well-coached  
or prepared for the hiring process; 

 Online applications are a major barrier to hiring teens, in particular, if they are not well prepared or coached 
about the personality testing that is imbedded in the application process; 

 Employers value references highly for teens from individuals who understand the business and culture of the 
company and have a longstanding relationship with the company – these are not the types of references teens 
provide; 

 Youth development professionals are important to help identify teen workforce talent as employers find it  
difficult to connect with teachers or guidance counselors in high schools, with the exception of career and 
technical high schools;

 Some employers, particularly those in retail, do not hire teens under the age of 18 as a result of employment 
laws that restrict the scheduling of teens;

 The skill requirements for most teen jobs are low and should not present a barrier to employment; 

 Within skills that are required, oral comprehension and active listening appear to be the most critical in the 
occupations in which teens work; 

 In regard to behavioral traits, there is not a wide gap between the requirements of entry-level jobs/ 
lower skilled jobs and higher skilled jobs; dependability, self-control, cooperation and integrity are important  
behaviors for all types of jobs. 

Source: Harrington, Snyder, Berrigan, Knoll, 2013, pg. 3.
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Starting Early As a Philosophy of Preparing Youth for College and the Workforce

In their comments, Teen Great Think participants emphasized that in an ideal scenario, youth-development organizations 
would work upstream, arguing that college access and workforce development efforts begin in elementary school, far 
before young people are looking for a job. Leaders at BGCA’s thought leadership event argued that OST providers should 
create a college going, workforce development culture that supports pre-teens and teens before they encounter academic 
challenges or get on the pathway to disconnection.

Early work experiences are key to developing productive citizens and leaders. A recent report by Drexel University 
professors Harrington and Khatiwada at the Drexel University Center for Labor Markets and Policy noted that:

“Exposure to work experience in teen years has long-term benefits. Labor market work experience helps teens 
accumulate human capital by exposing them to the world of work where they learn essential job and career skills. 
Work experience provides young people with social skills like learning to work with other staff and supervisors 
in an adult context, meet and deal with adult customers, and develop accompanying skills to negotiate these 
relationships at work. Work experiences also afford teens a context to understand the behavioral traits that 
employers seek in entry-level workers that are also important across all occupations and careers in the labor 
market, including dependability and integrity. Work provides teens with important proficiencies and behavioral 
traits that are the building blocks of their adult careers. Proficiencies and behavioral traits are often acquired 
through working and osmosis-like learning on the job. (Harrington and Khatiwada, 2016, pg. 2).”

Despite significant improvements in the U.S. labor market and the economy over the past few years, teens are facing 
Depression era-like labor market challenges, as unemployment levels have risen for this group since the early 2000s 
(Harrington and Khatiwada, 2016). Teens have consistently experienced the largest unemployment rate of any group, as 
only 34 percent of teens participated in the labor force in 2015, down from a high of 52 percent in 2000 (Exhibit 10). Teens 
are experiencing significant problems finding jobs, whether they are seasonal, summer, part-time or full-time. Offering 
workforce readiness skills and knowledge during OST can help improve the job outlook for teens. 
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EXHIBIT 10. TEENS IN THE WORKFORCE 1999-2015
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Giving Teens a Paradigm for Success

Teen Great Think participants also stated the importance 

of giving teens a framework, or what some have referred to 

as a paradigm for success (Covey, 1998). Covey (1998) 

notes that paradigms are like eyeglasses, and when you 

have incomplete paradigms about life and the world, it’s 

like having a pair of glasses with the wrong prescription. 

Even worse, it’s like having no glasses and desperately 

needing them. The lenses of our glasses, our paradigms, 

effect how we see everything. So what one can see in the 

world ultimately becomes the enabler or limiter of what an 

individual defines as possible.  

While young people often understand the importance 
of going to college, they don’t have a clear framework 
or paradigm of how to accomplish that goal or how it 
connects to real career opportunities and pathways 
relevant to success. To this point, far too many don’t have 
a clear understanding of the relevance of what they are 
learning in school, and how this relates to their passions 
and interests, or provides them with a pathway to achieve 
their dreams (Bridgeland, Dilulio, Morrison, 2006; OECD, 
2015). Recent studies of high school dropouts found that 
many drop out of high school because they don’t see its 
relevance and are bored by the lack of long-term meaning 
and purpose associated with going to school – a problem 
that is particularly exacerbated when you have a narrow 
circle of relationships and experiences to expand your 
horizons (Bridgeland, Dilulio, Morrison, 2006). Some have 
referred to this reality, as “a silent epidemic” that is killing 
the economic vitality of our nation (Bridgeland, Dilulio, 
Morrison, 2006).

OST providers have a role to play where schools leave 

off by helping young people make stronger connections 

between their goals, their programs of study, their career 

interests and tangible opportunities in the workforce. 

While the research is nascent, OST environments offer 

potential opportunities for teens to explore their interests 

unconstrained by the stigmas attached to traditional 

school environments, which they may find boring and 

unappealing. We return to this recommendation in Section 

4 of this monograph, which provides an overview of 

BGCA’s emerging approach to helping youth build a plan 

for the future. 

Mentors, Role Models and Possible Selves: 
Expanding Young People’s Horizons 

Teen Great Think participants were consistent in their 

belief in the power of mentors and role models. This 

point is consistent throughout the literature and is deeply 

ingrained in the Boys & Girls Clubs of America’s youth-

development model. Caring and supportive adults are 

foundational to delivering an Optimal Club Experience 

for Club members (Freedman, 1993; Pitman and Wright, 

1991; Mentzer and Jenkins, 2015; Roffman, Pagano, and 

Barton, 2001).

Teen Great Think participants agreed that the key to 

overcoming this challenge was to provide teens with 

mentors and real-world experiences to expand their 
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possibilities and demystify college and career possibilities. 

One corporate executive with a background in education 

noted that:

“Prior to my corporate America career, I actually 
worked in the public schools and the greatest 
barrier that I saw was exposure. Kids need exposure 
to something greater than what they can see on a 
day-to-day basis. I would see so many kids in my 
school who never leave their neighborhood. Not 
only would they be the first person in their family to 
go on to college, they might be the first person in 
their immediately family to leave the city. They don’t 
have role models and even the digital media doesn’t 
show them positive role models. In my day, we had A 
Different World, a TV show about a historically black 
college, and you lived through the show and wanted 
that experience. Now it’s all about getting rich 
fast and immediacy. We have to work with younger 
children in the fourth and fifth grade, and then the 
pre-teens, and then the 13-15 year olds to set some 
goals, to get them on a college trip, and get them 
seeing beyond their reality.  They need college tour 
trips when they are 12 and 13, not just 16 or 17. So 
you have to create criteria from 13-15 that set-up 
young people to think about college and get them 
on campus, early and even stay overnight. They need 
to talk to current college students who are close to 
their age, and get to experience that because if you 
don’t see it, then it’s really hard to make it happen in 
your life.”
A Corporate Leader who Participated in the BGCA Teen  
Great Think

This statement and others reflect a need to empower teens 

by showing them a different view of the world. Mentors and 

role models help youth imagine their possible selves and 

begin seeing themselves as having the agency and control 

to define their futures. Possible selves play a key role in 

determining how individuals think about their potential and 

their future (Markus and Nurius, 1986). Possible selves 

are part of our self-concept and represent the ideal selves 

that we would like to become, representing an individual’s 

hopes, dreams and fantasies. The rich self, the leader 

self, the college graduate self, the master mechanic self 

and the entrepreneur barber self are all positive possible 

selves. In contrast, the dreaded possible selves might be 

the drop out self, the drug dealer self, the single parent 

self or the homeless self. OST providers must help youth 

develop a portfolio of positive possible selves to aspire 

toward in their lives.

DEVELOP DIGITAL STRATEGIES  
FOR REACHING, KEEPING AND 
ENGAGING TEENS
 

While having a strong traditional youth-development 

experience is foundational to serving teens, Teen Great 

Think participants emphasized that the OST field must 

embrace safe ways to create digital strategies to reach, 

keep and retain teens. The emphasis here is to develop a 

safe digital strategy that protects youth identity, ensuring 

that adults who are interacting with them have satisfied 

appropriate security, and training requirements and that 

youth are being guided to live less risky, more fulfilling lives 

in the digital world. 

As a way of supporting youth interests and passions, 

technology and social media offer important 

enhancements to traditional social relationships. These 

are not replacements for the traditional youth-development 

experience, but they offer a powerful opportunity to engage 

Centennial teens in ways that broaden our recruiting and 

retaining capabilities, and deepen their positive youth-

development experience. Social media is one of the few 

places where teens can connect with adults and friends, 

participate in public life and explore how they fit into the 

world in ways that are efficient, impactful and economical.

SECTION 3
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EXHIBIT 11. TEN RECOMMENDATIONS FOR BUILDING A TEEN BRAND AMBASSADOR PROGRAM

While it’s important that your teen brand ambassadors come across as authentic and not pushy, manipulative or 
disingenuous, there are key things brand ambassadors can do to create peer awareness and engagement with 
the brand. Ask your ambassadors to: 

 Share a specific program brand on social networks. This is the most basic ambassador requirement.

 Create content and buzz for the program or for a seasonal campaign, (e.g., back-to-school, prom, graduation 
season, sporting events, etc.), a membership drive or a particular event, (e.g., a teen poetry slam, Minecraft tour-
nament, fashion show, etc.). 

 Write about the program on social media platforms, (e.g., blogs, posts, pictures, videos, etc.). Create videos and 
upload them to YouTube and take selfies, using pre-defined hashtags to connect content.

 Brand the things already in their backpacks, like USB drives, phone chargers and thermal bottles. Ask them  
to wear gear related to the program, and give gifts such as T-shirts, hoodies and even socks and sweatpants 
to friends. 

 Answer community questions on social networks or via direct messaging. Become community leaders to answer 
program questions about why they participate in the program and what benefits it has provided to them.

 Provide feedback on the best message if a teen program is creating multiple messages for a program’s launch. 

Marketing and Outreach

Youth-development organizations have to use teens to 

help create their campaigns and develop the content 

aimed at teens. It’s critical to market to teens by presenting 

images and messaging that authentically look like them. 

Simply putting a flyer up on a high school corkboard or 

sending a letter to parents may not be enough and, in 

some instances, will do little to gain the attention of a busy 

teenager. To cut through the noise, OST providers must 

be direct, authentic and focused on connecting through 

multimedia by leveraging text messaging, social platforms, 

video, email and other interpersonal networks native to 

Centennials. 

It’s essential that OST providers develop a combination  

of traditional and social media strategies as part of their 

teen marketing and outreach strategies. Our research

identified three strategies that we believe are particularly  

compelling. 

Build a Teen Brand Ambassador Program

One approach is to develop teen brand ambassadors 

for teen programs (Exhibit 11).  Brand ambassadors are 

able to influence your target audience and should be able 

to sell the program to different audiences. You may have 

different types of brand ambassadors, such as peer-to-

peer, teens themselves, celebrities (like a popular local 

radio or television personality) and even parents of youth 

in the program. These ambassadors should be positioned 

to communicate to areas of the program where they have 

influence. For example, it’s best to have teen ambassadors 

engage in social media and outreach campaigns versus 

a parent ambassador since teens will have a compelling 

strategy to reach their friends.  
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A marketing and advertising leader at the Teen Great 

Think noted:

“You have to leverage the voices of the teens 
themselves. They are best able to get out and reach 
their friends, far more than what we can do. You 
need to get them talking to each other and using 
social media to position the brand, to create buzz 
about the program with their friends.”

Relatedly, another approach is to actually hire teens to be 
part of your staff and engage them in outreach and social 
media to drive your outreach and recruitment strategy. Boys 
& Girls Clubs of America has long had a Jr. Staff program. 
The new iteration of a Jr. Staff position may empower them 
to design and run the teen brand ambassador program or 
develop the outreach and in-reach strategies that are put 
into place. Having these staff members to host recruitment 
days at your Club or program, or to lead recruitment 
events at their schools can make all the difference toward 
ensuring that these events are authentic and memorable. 

One angle that may be explored for a Jr. Staff program 
is to hire and train a group of teens to serve as “social 
media ambassadors” for their programs, actually paying 

them to follow, hashtag, post and repost content about 
the programs, relationships and possibilities of the teen 
program. Hollywood stars, musicians or sports celebrities 
have less influence on today’s teens than they did in 
generations past. Instead, young people find influence 
from their peers, from people who look like them, who 
are interesting and compelling. Teens often elevate these 
young people to social media elite status as these peers 
influence teens, a point that was emphasized in the section 
of the paper that provided an overview of the Centennial 

generation. 

Before seeking “social media ambassadors,” you should 

ask yourself these questions:

 Who are the teens that are most responsible and 

capable of leading as a representative of your 

program, or could become a representative with the 

right coaching and training?

 What are the topics that we want our teen social media 

ambassadors to address, as some topics may not be 

appropriate for them to communicate about?

 Who are the teens in your program with the greatest  

social media following? 
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EXHIBIT 11. (CONTINUED)

 Give ideas for new program elements and events, as ideas and what is featured can often emerge from  
ambassador feedback.

 Write editorial commentary on events and initiatives that can be displayed on web pages, blogs or in other forms 
of media describing the teen program. 

 Vote on events and programs or even design elements for these programs that ambassadors can vote on to pick 
the best designer/idea, giving them agency and voice.

 Find complementary ways to market and position the effort, giving them control as brand ambassadors.

 Present a real-time product demo via video conferencing, breaking down why a program is cool, why it is helpful 
and why teens should participate. Teens love to hear from one another about why something is worth doing.11
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 Which of these young people want to have a career in 

marketing and advertising? 

 Can they potentially serve as social media ambassadors 

for the program, asking them to blog, develop and curate 

a community about the program? 

YouTube is a very popular social channel among 

Centennials, and it is an important environment to get 

teens to tell stories about the power of their experience 

in your teen program, particularly if they are trusted online 

voices who can tell why something is important and 

meaningful for them and, by association, their friends and 

followers. To that end, it’s important not to talk down to 

teens and overly sell to them. Centennials don’t want to be 

sold. They want to know the value proposition associated 

with something, to see what it is – check it out – see what 

their friends think and make their own decisions to move 

forward or not.  

Develop Active Social Media  
Engagement Strategies 

A third tactic is to virtually go where teens are in the 

social media space by creating Instagram, Twitter and 

other social media accounts so you can follow important 

teen influencers, trends and topics. The more your social 

media account follows these audiences, liking, reposting 

and sharing their content, the more likely it is that they will 

like, share or repost your content. It’s about being social 

and connected, and the more your program’s social media 

voice supports them, the more likely they are to like and 

be social with you, perhaps following you in return. This 

creates a bond between the program and these teens, 

thereby increasing the likelihood that other teens in their 

online community will see your content. This is a strange 

and new world for many teen program leaders, which is 

why having teens serve as social media interns and staff 

can present such a powerful strategy for reaching and 

engaging teens.  

Many Centennials focus on platforms like Snapchat, 

Instagram, YouTube and Pinterest, which put a heavy  

focus on images. Hence, it’s important for your digital 

strategy to be rich in visual images and video. Our 

conversations with teens suggested that it’s almost 

mandatory to post an image to gain the attention of busy, 

and often distracted teens who need posts to stand out to 

catch their attention.

Blended Youth Development

Going digital involves more than building new digital 

marketing and outreach efforts, although they are essential. 

It also requires OST providers to engage in what Boys & 

Girls Clubs of America has begun referring to as blended 

youth-development experiences. 

This was a consistent point among Teen Great Think 

participants, who noted:

“You must engage them [teens] somehow through 
technology. They have apps, they have Facebook, 
Instagram – I don’t even know all of the ones that 
they use. The question is: How can you use those 
mediums and put a virtual Club in their hands where 
they can have that experience 24 hours a day, seven 
days a week? We have to go through technology and 
put a program in front of them where they don’t have 
to walk to the Club.”
A Marketing Director from the BGCA Teen Great Think

SECTION 3
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Blended youth development is an approach to supporting 

youth where at least part of the youth-development 

experience happens in the digital world via online 

mentorship, self-directed learning experiences, social 

interactions and the creation of media, (e.g., videos, 

photos, social media, etc.). Other aspects of the youth-

development experience happen in a more traditional 

face-to-face setting. Like all blended learning pedagogies, 

blended youth development at least partially places the 

interests, pace and approach to learning in the hands of 

young people themselves.

Blended youth development is a strategy for achieving 

connected learning, as young people are able to pursue 

a personal interest or passion with the support of friends 

and caring adults and are able to link learning and interest 

to their career interests, academic success and civic 

engagement (Ito, M., Gutierrez, K., Livingstone, S., Penuel, 

B., Rhodes, J., Salen, K. Schor, J., Sefton-Green, J., and 

Craig Watkins 2014). The potential for blended youth-

development programs is to engage teens through digital 

channels when they can’t or don’t want to physically be 

in an OST environment. Digital platforms are the future of 

allowing OST providers to reach young people who are 

geographically remote or face insurmountable barriers, like 

transportation, to onsite participation.. Digital platforms 

allow OST programs to still deliver a technology-rich 

learning environment where youth can be engaged with 

their friends and supportive adults (Hanover Research, 

2014; Austin, Ehrlich, Puckette, Singleton, 2011). 

Blended youth development does not have to necessarily 

be complex. It can be as simple as creating a dedicated 

YouTube channel around motivation, community service  

and leadership that is blended with face-to-face 

discussions, adult interactions, a team-centered project 

and personal reflection. Ultimately, it may result in a 

creative project 

produced by youth that is then uploaded to various social 

media channels for curating, commentary, evaluation and 

engagement. 

BEWARE: EVERYTHING DIGITAL  
IS NOT GOOD

The ubiquity and presence of these technologies is not 

all positive. Some have argued that this generation has no 

clear understanding of how to use technology in socially 

responsible ways (boyd, 2016). How often are teens 

– especially girls – bullied on social media? How many 

times have you walked into a room in which Centennials 

all have their heads down, glued to their mobile devices? 

Anyone who is a parent or who works with teens would 

probably say that this occurs with too much frequency. 

For Centennials, this behavior is as natural as breathing 

and they see nothing wrong with it. By contrast, parents, 

teachers and youth-development professionals from older 

generations may see everything wrong with this behavior, 

which may motivate them to eliminate or strictly regulate 

the use of technology in the lives of teens – a tactic that 

may drive them away from critical teen youth-development 

experiences. 

Technology is not going anywhere – and these findings 

imply a need to help teens understand how to use 

technology appropriately. This means creating intentional 

learning experiences that empower these young adults 

to make better, more socially responsible, and even safer 

decisions. We return to this point in the latter sections of 

this paper, which explain BGCA’s recommendations for 

youth-development professionals and discusses BGCA’s 

youth-development strategy, which includes plans for 

a “Digital Drivers License Game” that will create a fun, 

youth-driven learning experience to create positive, safe 

and healthy digital habits (boyd, 2016; Hunduja and 

Patchin, 2012).
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The Challenge of Going Digital

The challenge of going digital is that many OST 

organizations do not have cutting-edge technologies, nor 

are their youth-development staff comfortable or trained 

to engage youth digitally. A national study of digital youth 

development by Boys & Girls Clubs of America found a 

culture conflict between members, staff and organizational 

capabilities when considering the possibilities of creating 

digitally engaged experiences (See Exhibit 12 for 

perspective of BGCA staff and comfort with technology).

EXHIBIT 12. DIGITAL YOUTH-DEVELOPMENT  
ATTITUDES AND CAPABILITIES OF BOYS &  
GIRLS CLUB STAFF AND MEMBERS

Digital Youth-Development Attitudes  
and Capabilities

Percent in  
Agreement

Staff are not comfortable allowing youth to use their 
mobile devices in the Club

81%

Members have a cell phone or smartphone 73%

Club members don’t have access to laptops in the Club 72%

Club members don’t have access to tablets in the Club 83%

Club members don’t have access to internet in the Club 31%

Staff want digital youth-development training  
opportunities

69%

Staff wish they had knowledge-sharing and best- 
practice capabilities to collaborate with other Clubs 
around how to engage youth digitally

76%

Clubs surveyed have technology, but do not have a 
formal technology lab or structured programming

45%

Source: Boys & Girls Clubs of America Kid Tech Refresh Survey (2014). 
N=2,757 members and N=342 staff members.

While 73 percent of teen Club members have a phone or 
other handheld device, 81 percent of staff members are 
uncomfortable with technology and social media usage 
in the Club environment (Exhibit 12). These same Club 
staff respondents also want professional development 
experiences so that they can get stronger in the digital 
youth-development space (69 percent).

This combined with 72 percent of Club members not 
having access to laptops and 83 percent of Club members 
not having access to tablet computers in their Clubs, along 
with the lack of a bring-your-own-device culture, creates 
real barriers to engaging teens. Qualitative research into 
Club device policies found that some sites made teens 
give their devices over to staff upon arriving at the Club, 
while others allowed them to use the devices in a single 
area in the lobby, called the “phone zone.” A leader at 
the Teen Great Think argued that these practices were 
developed to ensure that young people are interacting 
appropriately with one another and with staff and that they 
are not totally engaged on their mobile devices:

“We take away their communication devices because 
they don’t communicate with others in the room if 
they have that device. Look in the room: They have 
their heads down. We take them away from the kids. 
My concern would be: How are you going to create 
a meaningful relationship with a kid? I think it is a 
success if we produce a meaningful relationship 
with a kid. I don’t think you are going to create a 
meaningful relationship with just digital mentors; I 
think you have to develop a meaningful relationship 
in a face-to-face manner, where a kid will listen and 
believe in whoever they are working with. Digital 
goes over the top of this.”
A Youth Development Leader from the BGCA Teen Great Think

The perspective of this leader further reinforces the need 
for a blended approach to youth development, ensuring  
that traditional face-to-face interactions generally remain 
the bedrock of the teen youth-development experience.  
(See Exhibit 13 to establish a supportive digital youth 
environment for teens). 
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EXHIBIT 13. ESTABLISHING A SUPPORTIVE DIGITAL YOUTH-DEVELOPMENT (DYD) ENVIRONMENT FOR TEENS

 Identify how all youth will access technology in your program environment and ensure they are oriented to rules 
and policy.

 Develop a Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) Policy to guide the use of technology onsite in your OST space. 

 Ensure that there is at least one device available for every three youth, who are engaged in a structured digital 
youth-development learning experience.

 Develop a social media policy to responsibly guide how your OST organization uses social media to reach and 
engage with teens.

 Develop strategic partnerships with local colleges and universities, leveraging their capabilities to help under-
stand how to build safe digital experiences and opportunities. Some suggestions might include building creative 
relationships with computer science departments, information technology divisions, marketing departments and 
gaming departments, perhaps even establishing a DYD Advisory Committee.

 Evaluate purchase requirements for the Club tablet and computer infrastructure to eliminate digital divides be-
tween the BYOD haves and have-nots. Evaluate youth needs to complete technology-based homework. Eval-
uate the need for high-end opportunity computing, such as video and audio editing stations, robotics/coding 
stations and 3D printing workstations through strategic purchases.

 Evaluate network capacity, including internet bandwidth and number of wireless access points in a Club to 
ensure adequate capacity for moving to a digital, online, connected Club Experience. Evaluate the network 
design to ensure separation of the Club administrative/office and member/programmatic environments, and 
that adequate network security, (e.g., filtering) measures are taken.  

 Purchase and maintain, on a two to four year cycle, high-end computing, tablets and other infrastructure to 
maintain focus on STEM opportunity education and the elimination of digital divides. Sources can include tech-
nology gift programs with local colleges and universities, corporations and retailers – refurbished equipment 
from a local institution may provide a low-expense, high-impact approach to ensuring your hardware is up  
to date.

 Develop a safety process for reviewing all third-party digital partnerships where teen data will be stored by any 
third-party vendor, ensuring data safety and identity security of teens and youth.

 Identify one person on your team who can serve as the DYD lead, who will know the ins and outs of all youth 
technology use, ensure the hardware is regularly updated and cleaned, and can serve as the appropriate point 
person to external partners involved in your organization’s DYD effort. This may be a good staff role for an un-
dergraduate or graduate student at a local institution, or even a recent member of the retirement community 
who is interested in being involved and has the requisite expertise and interest in serving.
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Digital Mentoring: A Promising Approach 
that Must be Pursued With Caution

Face-to-face mentoring programs have become 
increasingly widespread over the last several decades. 
The presence of a caring mentor has long been recognized 
as a foundational resource in the lives of at-risk youth 
(DuBois, Holloway, Valentine, & Cooper, 2002). Changes 
in the physical and social context of youth, such as parents 
and caregivers who work around the clock, overcrowded 
schools and less cohesive communities, have dramatically 
reduced youth’s ready access to concerned and 
compassionate mentors (Rhodes, Spencer, Saito, & Sipe, 
2006). At the same time, social media and handheld 
technology has opened up a new mentoring opportunity 
for youth, an opportunity we refer to as digital mentorship.

Digital mentoring isn’t a radical departure from more 
traditional mentoring (Schwartz, Rhodes, Liang, Sanchez, 
Spencer, Kremer, Kanchewa, 2014). The goal remains to 
establish interpersonal relationships between a mentor 
and mentee, to help the mentee develop their lives and 
careers. The only difference is that digital networks  
allow Centennial generation youth to be engaged 24 hours 
a day, 365 days a year, from anywhere (Schwartz, Rhodes, 
Liang, Sanchez, Spencer, Kremer, Kanchewa, 2014). As a 
result, the desire that many mentors have to give back does 
not crumble under the pressure of scheduling difficulties.

Digital mentoring experiences can be delivered in live 
interactions and through prerecorded videos, tweets, text 
messages and posts. The content can be well structured 
and consumed at the mentees convenience, in some ways 
role modeling many of the courses taught on college 
and university campuses today. Digital mentoring also 
allows highly successful individuals to potentially “mentor” 
millions, by sharing their stories of success at scale, using 
social media and other platforms to connect with youth. 
Although the policies and approaches to mentoring were 
far from standard across more than 140 programs that 

were intensively studied by Schwartz & Associates, the 
research does speak positively to digital mentoring’s 
association with an overall positive experience and greater 
quality and duration of relationships (Schwartz, Rhodes, 
Liang, Sanchez, Spencer, Kremer, Kanchewa, 2014).  

Unlike classic mentorship, the digital form may not involve 
face-to-face interactions at all unless the mentoring model 
is blended, a point that was raised by many we spoke 
with regarding the possibilities of digital mentorship.  A 
number of Teen Great Think participants were clear that 
digital mentoring should only be considered a supplement 
to more traditional means of helping youth navigate their 
lives. They simply felt that Tweets, video content and even 
live streaming on Skype, FaceTime and other mediums 
were not enough to support vulnerable young people, who 
may need in-person time as much as digital interactions.  

These concerns over safety, information security and 
losing the important benefits that come from face-to-face 
interactions are real and must be addressed as part of any 
effort to develop digital mentoring capabilities in the OST 
space. At the same time, Great Teen Think leaders felt that 
the possibilities of digital mentorship were too great and 
that OST providers should fully explore digital mentoring 
platforms like iMentor, Strive for College, Mentorcloud, 
icouldbe and others that have emerged to provide digital 
mentoring opportunities for youth.

SECTION 3
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The possibility of digital mentorship also raises significant 
concerns about safety and online privacy as the 24/7/365 
possibilities of digital mentorship on social media blurs 
relationships and allows for potentially inappropriate 
information to be shared (Schwartz & Associates, 2014). 
For example, deciding whether or not to follow someone 
on Instagram is not always a straightforward choice, as 
mentors must then consider carefully the content they 
post and the potential impact on their mentee. Mentors 
may also view content that raises ethical dilemmas, such 
as what to do if they view a post by their mentee that shows 
the mentee engaging in risky behaviors.

Digital Safety: Digital Monitoring and 
Cyberbullying

Because Centennials are constantly in the digital world, 
OST providers must become more savvy in helping them 
remain safe in the digital world. More than ever, we live in a 
world in which parents, educators and youth development 
professionals must take responsibility to monitor their 
youth’s online digital activity. This means striking a balance 
between youth-led exploration and adult monitoring, 
and regulation of how teens and youth engage online 
(Anderson, 2014, 2016). 

A Pew Research Center study of parents raising teens 
concluded that today’s caregivers use a number of 
techniques to monitor their teens online lives to help them 
use technology in a safe and responsible manner. To that 
end, 65 percent of parents have digitally grounded their 
teens by taking away their technology for a given period of 
time. In addition, a number of parents created limitations 
to govern when and how much time teens could spend on 
their device (55 percent) to limit the time they spend on 
social media (Anderson, 2016). 

Parents are going beyond regulating their children’s 
behavior by proactively speaking with them about a host 
of topics including (Exhibit 14):

 94 percent talked with their teen about what is  
appropriate for them to share online, with 40  
percent doing so frequently

 95 percent have talked with their teen about  
appropriate content for them to view online,  
with 39 percent doing so frequently

 95 percent have talked with their teen about appro-
priate media to consume (such as TV, music, books, 
magazines or other media), with 36 percent doing 
so frequently

 92 percent of parents have spoken with their teen 
about their online behavior toward others, with 36 
percent doing so frequently (Anderson, 2016)

SECTION 3
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EXHIBIT 14. 
PARENTAL MONITORING BEHAVIORS  
OF TEENS’ DIGITAL LIVES

65% Digitally grounded them for a period of 
time taking away their technology.

55% Have limited the amounts of time or time 
of day that teens can go online.

61% Checked which website their teen visited.

48% Have looked through their teens  
phone records.

39% Used parent controls of teens online 
activity.

56%
Have ever friended or followed their teen 
on Facebook, Twitter or some other social 
media platform.

16% Used monitoring tools to track teens 
online location with his or he cell phone.

6% Used parent controls to restrict cell  
phone use.

Source: Anderson, M. (2016). Parents, teens, and digital 

monitoring. Washington, DC: Pew Research Institute.  
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PARENTAL BEHAVIORS TEENS & TECHNOLOGY

On the other side of the digital safety conversation 
is cyberbullying, a phenomenon that has increased 
dramatically in the last several years. Cyberbullying is 
defined as the use of electronic technologies to bully a 
person, typically by sending messages of an intimidating 
or threatening nature.12 Electronic technology includes 
devices and equipment such as cell phones, computers 
and tablets as well as communication tools including 
social media sites, text messages, chat and websites 
(See examples of cyberbullying behaviors and tips for 
overcoming them). Research by the Cyberbullying 
Research Center found that instances of cyberbullying 
had increased from 19 percent in 2007, to 34 percent 
in 2015 across nine of their research studies with an 
average victimization rate of about 26 percent of youth 
surveyed.
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EXHIBIT 15. EXAMPLES OF CYBERBULLYING AND TIPS TO HELP TEENS RESPOND

Examples of Cyberbullying 10 Tips to Help Teens Respond to Cyberbullying

• Sending a mean email or IM to someone

• Posting mean things about someone on a website

• Making fun of someone in an online chat

• Doing mean things to someone’s character in an  
online world

• Creating a hostile environment in an online world  
or game

• Impersonating someone online, including creating  
a fake online profile

• Repeatedly texting someone to the point of  
harassment

• Directly threatening or intimidating someone online  
or in a text

• Starting rumors or spreading gossip online

• Stealing someone’s password and logging into  
someone else’s account

• Taking a photo or video and sharing it without the 
subject’s consent, knowing it might be embarrassing

• Making public intimate and, at times, sexual  
information or content that was intended for  
one person, but is now made public and available  
to the world – sext shaming

1. TALK ABOUT IT. Tell someone if you’re the target of cyberbullying. Whether it’s your 
parents, a teacher, another trusted adult or even your best friend, never keep the fact that 
you’re being bullied to yourself. We know it’s not fun and it’s hard to talk about it, but you 
should give others a chance to come through for you. It could help make the problem go 
away, which is the ultimate goal. 

2. IGNORE THEM. If there is an isolated incident where you are being bullied, don’t 
respond to the instigator. Cyberbullies who do not get a response from their target may just 
move on. They are looking for a response – don’t give it to them! 

3. NEVER RETALIATE. Be the bigger person and never retaliate against a cyber-bully. 
Retaliation only further perpetuates the cycle of violence, and does nothing to solve the problem. 
Plus, if you retaliate you could get into trouble for what you are doing or saying to them! 

4. TELL THEM TO STOP. If ignoring repeated bullying doesn’t work, tell them to stop. 
Let them know that what they are doing is hurtful and, more importantly, lame and uncool. 
Be respectful in approaching them and never come off aggressively. 

5. LAUGH. If someone says something funny about you, try to laugh it off. Maybe they really 
are just trying to be funny and not hurtful. Sometimes we say funny things or make fun of a 
friend as a way of fitting in. Of course this can be taken too far. If it is not funny at all, and 
you really were hurt by what was said, try one of the other responses listed here. 

6. SAVE THE EVIDENCE. Record all instances of cyberbullying. Print out Facebook 
messages and emails, save text messages and capture screen shots when cyberbullying 
occurs. Then turn these documents over to an adult who you believe can help.

7. BLOCK ACCESS TO CYBERBULLIES. Block cyberbullies from contacting 
you. Most websites and software programs give you the ability to block certain users from 
messaging you or even being able to “see” you online. Newer phones have the capability 
to block preset phone numbers, and you can also contact your cell phone service provider, 
(e.g., AT&T, Verizon, etc.) to help. If certain people simply cannot reach you, it will be more 
difficult for them to bully you. 

8. REPORT IT TO THE CONTENT PROVIDER. If you don’t know who the cy-
berbully is, contact the content provider of the site where the cyberbullying is occurring and 
make a report. The most popular web sites, (e.g., Facebook, YouTube, Google, etc.) make it 
pretty easy to report cyberbullying. Harassment is a violation of the terms of service of all 
reputable websites.

9. NEVER PASS ALONG MESSAGES FROM CYBERBULLIES. If you 
receive a hurtful or embarrassing message or photo of someone else, delete it and refrain 
from forwarding it to others. Don’t be part of the problem, be part of the solution. You can 
stop cyberbullying by letting your friends know that it simply isn’t cool. 

10. CALL THE POLICE. If you feel your safety (or the safety of someone else) is in 
danger, call the police immediately. Any time there is a threat, tell an adult. They can help 
you make sure that your safety is protected. 

Source: Knorr (2016) and Hunduja & Patchin, (2012).
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FROM RECOMMENDATIONS TO ACTION 

The implementation of the recommendations offered in 
this section of the monograph will require OST providers 
to share leadership with teens, make investments in new 
technologies and become continuous learners who are 
deeply committed to developing teen youth-development 
programs that are fun, creative, culturally relevant and 
digitally engaging.  

Centennial teens are searching for ways to have agency 
and choice in their lives, seeking out opportunities that 
allow them to share their perspectives and lead in 
substantive ways, where their voices can be heard and 
their decisions felt. OST leaders can meet this standard 
by providing spaces that allows teens to hang-out, mess 
around and geek out (HOMAGO) while engaging in 
passion-driven programs that build trust, explore interests 
and help teens access real opportunities to pursue higher 
education and the workforce.13  

A fundamental element of this work must be digital. It will 
require OST leaders to embrace the realities, challenges 
and opportunities of digital marketing, outreach, 

mentoring and blended youth-development experiences, 
as leaders in the OST field must push themselves to 
become more digitally literate and savvy in their efforts to 
support Centennials in the 21st century.

As we look to the future, a key aspect of securing teens’ 

commitment is helping them to develop a framework 

for success. Centennials are growing up with a less 

idealistic and more pragmatic edge as they look for 

intentional experiences to make meaning of their lives  
and develop themselves as leaders. 

In the next section of this monograph, we pick up on 
this theme by outlining Boys & Girls Clubs of America’s 
Integrated Leadership Development Framework (ILDF) as 
a tool to help youth develop a plan for the future, and a 
philosophy of success as they are on their trajectory of 
becoming 21st century leaders.
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As we see it, the central storyline of America’s progress 
may not have a next chapter for our youngest and most 
diverse generation if we don’t act aggressively to capture 
the power of our youth’s diversity and culture, empower 
them to stay connected, and provide opportunities that 
help them overcome the new digital divide, leveraging an 
integrated leadership development approach.

More than ever, we must prepare our youth to lead in a 
world driven by innovation, technology and knowledge 
– a world whose diverse, complex workplaces and 
communities require ingenuity, dexterity and technological 
acumen – to ensure our nation’s future. BGCA’s vision 
for leadership development is captured in a model that 
we refer to as the Integrated Leadership Development 
Framework (ILDF), Boys & Girls Clubs of America’s model 
of teen leadership development (See Exhibit 16 depicting 
the ILDF visually and its relationship to achieving critical 
21st century skills). 

THE INTEGRATED LEADERSHIP 
DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK

In 2016, BGCA launched the ILDF as an intentional 
leadership framework to guide young people through 
developmental, building block experiences to prepare 
them with the skills necessary to lead in the 21st century.  
Our goal is to empower and enable Club youth to develop 
and adopt a personal philosophy of leadership that 
supports their academic, life and career goals. 

ILDF Overview

Borrowing from the flywheel concept made popular by 
noted leadership guru and Boys & Girls Club Alum, Jim 
Collins, the model argues that achieving breakthrough 
results in life and a great future are difficult, similar to 

getting a large flywheel spinning. For those of you who’ve 
read the book, Good to Great, you know the Flywheel 
Effect happens when great companies stay focused on 
their core business. With time, focus and energy, and team 
members pointed in the same direction, the companies’ 
efforts build momentum, which results in their success 
(Collins, 2001). 

Like the flywheel in an engine, the continuous rotation 
begins to take on a life of its own. Getting a flywheel 
started takes a lot of effort – you push, and you push, and 
you push. Then, it becomes a little easier to turn it. Finally, it 
starts to generate momentum all on its own, and suddenly, 
what once took so much effort becomes effortless, and 
self-sustaining as you hit a groove.

The ILDF model is organized from left to right (Exhibit 16), 
and recognizes that developing 21st century leadership 
skills and developing a great future never happen in 
one fell swoop, they happen on an accumulative journey 
that requires intentionality, numerous experiences and 
collaborative effort and positive relationships to make one’s 
leadership flywheel spin. 

At the core of the framework is a focus on five key principles 
that if mastered, ensure a high degree of success and 
achievement in life (Duckworth, 2006; Dweck, 2011; 
Emdin, 2016). These principles are designed to help 
teens develop a clear understanding of their passion and 
purpose; to define their voice and agency; to cultivate a 
growth mindset; to live with grit and resilience; and to 
recognize and intentionally develop their personal brands 
and live life with high character. These central principles 
are brought to life and strengthened by the pursuit of 
formal and informal academic credentials, leadership 
development experiences, positive relationships, role 
models and living a healthy lifestyle. 

SECTION 4
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FIVE KEY QUALITIES ENERGIZING THE TEEN YOUTH-DEVELOPMENT FLYWHEEL

At the core of the model are five key qualities that energize 
the flywheel to start and move faster. Five qualities that must 
be developed as early as possible in a young person’s life 
include: (1) Passion and Purpose, (2) Voice and Agency, 
(3) Growth Mindset, (4) Grit and Resilience and (5) a 
strong sense of their Personal Brand and Character.

  

Passion and purpose. 

First, we must help teens understand their passions  
and connect these passions to clear goals that can 
ultimately define their purpose and vision for the future 
(Goins, 2015; Vallerand, 2012; Varshavskaya, 2016). We 
want young people to find their calling and to see their 
work as a vocation, not just as a job. Studies have found 

1. 

OST providers have a role to play to create high-
caliber youth-development experiences that bring the 
key dimensions of the model to life. They should create 
these youth-development experiences in partnership with 
teachers, parents, community leaders, peers, mentors, 
coaches and others who are part of the collective impact 
efforts required to empower the Centennial generation 
to become 21st century leaders. With OST providers 

working with a collective impact approach, Centennials 
will develop in the integrated areas of ideation and problem 
solving, leading and following in teams, communication, 
digital literacy and emotional intelligence, which we 
define as having the ability to see the world from multiple 
perspectives, having cultural competence and leading 
with empathy. 

SECTION 4
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that individuals who see their work in this way, are often 
happier than those who experience their work as jobs only 
(Seligman, 2006). The key is to put youth on a pathway 
to find their passions early, and begin mapping how 
those passions relate to different career opportunities 
that they might pursue. OST providers must offer teens 
opportunities to explore their passions in ways they can’t 
do elsewhere; help them learn about what interests them – 
whether it’s computer coding or music recording; provide 
platforms to amplify their voices; and connect them to 
scholarships, internships, job opportunities, mentors and 
other valuable resources.
 

2. 
  Voice and agency. 

Secondly, we must help teens find their voice and develop 
agency in their lives (Ferguson, Phillips, Rowley, and 
Friedlander, 2015). We hope youth will become clear in 
their beliefs and become engaged and take a stance on 
social and personal issues of importance. A key aspect 
of BGCA’s leadership development efforts is defined by 
an ability to get youth of all ages involved in community 
service learning programs. Whether it’s a clean water 
project or sparking dialogues between youth and law 
enforcement, we value the importance of involving youth 
in service learning activities. Indeed, the second year of 
BGCA’s teen leadership development strategy is themed 
“The Year of Teen Voice.”

3.  Growth mindset. 

The third characteristic of the model centers on helping 
young people develop a growth mindset (Dweck, 2011; 
Ferguson, Phillips, Rowley, and Friedlander, 2015). The 
model champions the importance of teens developing 
what Stanford University psychologist Carol Dweck refers 
to as a “growth mindset,” as the key to fully unleashing 
potential. In contrast, individuals with a fixed mindset 
believe that basic qualities, like intelligence or talent, are 
determined only by a genetic lottery, as some people are 
“just good at math” or “simply test well,” while others do 

not (Dweck, 2011). They spend their time detailing their 
intelligence or talent instead of developing them. They 
believe that talent and luck alone create success, without 
effort. Having a growth mindset means that you believe 
people can develop their abilities through dedication and 
hard work backed by the presence of a plan that takes 
full advantage of every asset available to them. Brains 
and talent are just the starting point. This view creates  
a love of learning and a resilience that is essential for 
great accomplishment. Virtually all great people have  
had these qualities.

4.  
 Grit and resilience. 

The fourth component of the model also champions 
the importance of helping our youth develop grit and 
resilience (Duckworth, 2006; Ferguson, Phillips, Rowley, 
and Friedlander, 2015). Youth must be resilient in their 
efforts to achieve their hearts’ desire, and that means 
leveraging a growth mindset to forever get back up from 
the setbacks that come with life. Grit can be related to 
how much you can inspire yourself, sustain your motivation 
and access your passion in the face of obstacles and 
challenging life circumstances. Through resources like 
BGCA’s Youth of the Year Leadership Development suite 
of programs, teens participate in workshops and project-
based experiences designed to develop growth mindset, 
grit, personal brand, public speaking abilities, teamwork 
and more. Angela Duckworth, the author of Grit  argues 
that it is the presence of clear goals, the presence of a 
growth mindset, and a deliberate approach to working 
on areas of opportunity and challenge that are the key 
ingredients to individuals developing the quality of grit, 
as they achieve success by minimizing their areas of 
weakness and opportunity (Duckworth, 2006).

5. 
 Personal brand and character. 

Finally, we must help teens identify what they stand for 
in the minds and hearts of all who know them – their 
“personal brands” and a strong sense of character and 

SECTION 4
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Learning 
System

Description Examples BGCA Programs

Academic  
Experiences & 
Credentials

Developing a life-long commitment to learning both within 
and outside of the classroom, by obtaining degrees, continuing 
educational experiences, and establishing self-directed learning 
plans, building the necessary credentials to open-up opportunity.

• High school completion
• Postsecondary degree completion
• Graduate degree completion
• Continuing learning experiences
• Personal learning plans

• Career Launch  
• Diplomas to Degrees
• Money Matters Program Suite
• My.Future
• Power Hour
• Project Learn
• Summer Brain Gain

Leadership  
Development 
Experiences

Engagement in high impact leadership experiences that allow for 
the exploration of areas of interest and passion.

• Student organizations
• Internships
• First-Jobs
• Job shadowing
• Study abroad
• Service learning

• All-Star Sports
• Career Launch  
• Jr. Staff Program
• Keystone
• Lyricism 101
• Million Members Million Hours of Service
• Money Matters Program Suite
• My.Future
• Torch Club
• Triple Play
• Youth of the Year Leadership Suite

Positive &  
Supportive  

Relationships

Establishing positive learning relationships with peers, mentors, 
teachers, mentees, parents, and others.

• Mentors
• Boards of advisors
• Personal coaches
• Mentees

• BGCA Staff Mentors
• BGCA Staff Volunteers
• Passport to Manhood
• Peer to Peer Mentor Groups
• Smart Girls
• Smart Suite of Programs

Role Models & 
Avoidance Models

Establishing clear role models who can serve as aspirational 
leaders to provide a north star vision of what is possible in life 
and establish career pathways to unlock the success patterns of 
others. It is also important to identify avoidance models, to know 
what actions should be avoided.  One does not have to know 
someone personally for them to serve as a role model.

• Role models
• Avoidance models
• Career pathways

• BGCA Staff Mentors
• BGCA Staff Volunteers
• Career Launch  
• Passport to Manhood
• Smart Girls
• Smart Suite of Programs

Health & 
 Wellness Plan

Health is the foundation of all leadership, and requires individuals 
to make lifelong commitments to personal fitness, good nutrition, 
and mindsets and habits of well-being. 

• Personal workout programs
• Socio-emotional resilience
• Physical literacy
• Healthy eating choices
• Regular visits to the physician

• All Star Sports
• BGCA Staff Mentors
• BGCA Staff Volunteers
• Triple Play

identity (Simkins, 2015). We believe that every young person is the CEO of their life and that they have an ability to stand 
out in the world based on their character, as much as their academic and leadership credentials. Today, young people 
begin marketing their brands through social media as early as their pre-teens. For that reason, it’s essential that they 
take control of their personal brands early as part of their leadership development journey.   

THE FIVE HANDLES OF LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 
The ILDF champions the importance of leveraging a multidimensional approach to leadership development as key to 
cultivating the 21st century skills that are necessary to win in the world today. This means intentionally developing a plan 
across five learning systems and a plan for health and wellness, which include the five flywheel handles that when pushed, 
allow them to go deep into their passions, clarify their purpose and generally develop themselves as leaders (Exhibit 17).  

EXHIBIT 17. FIVE INTEGRATED LEARNING SYSTEMS - OR HANDLES - TO POWER THE OPTIMAL  
CLUB EXPERIENCE FLYWHEEL

SECTION 4
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These learning systems are shown on the flywheel’s 
outer core. Exhibit 17 outlines these systems and their 
alignment to some of BGCA’s more prominent programs. 
The goal is to help teens develop a lifelong commitment 
to learning, which acknowledges that success is about 
more than simply going to school and obtaining good 
grades, although academic achievement is foundational to 
BGCA’s vision of leadership development.  

The ILDF argues that success in life, along with 
breakthrough accomplishments, can only be achieved 
as a function of integrating the model’s five qualities 
(passion/purpose, growth mindset, grit/resilience and 
personal brand/character) into one’s value system, 
and applying them across each of the four integrated  
learning systems noted here, along with a plan for  
health and wellness.  

The model requires an adopted philosophy of overall 
development that not only focuses on learning in school, 
but learning across every aspect of life. This means seeking 
out high-impact leadership development experiences like 
student organizational involvement, independent research 
projects, first-job experiences, internships, study abroad 
and volunteer activities that allow one to develop real-
world perspectives, skills and abilities. It also means 
establishing an ability to powerfully mirror the success 
principles of others, learning vicariously through their 
lives, whether they are a staff member or teacher who 
youth interact with daily, or a corporate, political, sports, 
entertainment or celebrity icon who they have identified 
and studied as a role model.

Over time, these learning systems contribute to helping 
youth develop 21st century leadership skills that we  
present in the five-star model noted in Exhibit 16. Skills that 
we define as: (1) Ideation and Problem Solving, (2) Leading 
and Following in Teams, (3) Communication Abilities, (4) 
Digital Literacy and (5) Emotional Intelligence (Partnership 
for 21st Century Skills 2008; Williams, 2013).

ACTIVATING THE ILDF

The ILDF is activated by high-quality youth-development 
practices and targeted programs. Over time, the model 
will shape BGCA’s entire leadership development portfolio 
through programs like the Youth of the Year 21st Century 
Leadership Program, Keystone service learning program, 
the diplomas2Degrees college-readiness program, the 
CareerLaunch workforce development program, Summer 
Brain Gain loss prevention program, Lyricism 101 hip-hop 
creativity and teen empowerment program, and the Money 
Matters financial literacy and workforce development 
program, to name a few. Exhibit 18 describes how the 
ILDF is powering BGCA’s new Youth of the Year (YOY) 
Leadership Development Program Pathway Suite.

The ILDF is foundational to our approach to building 
capacity to support teens, and is a major aspect of 
BGCA’s strategy for supporting more teens, more often, 

outlined in the next section of this monograph.
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EXHIBIT 18. THE ILDF POWERS THE NEW YOUTH OF THE YEAR (YOY) LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT  
PROGRAM PATHWAY

Since 1947, YOY has been BGCA’s premier teen recognition and leadership development program. Each year, one 
exceptional young person from a Boys & Girls Club is selected to serve as the National YOY. The YOY Program was 
redesigned in 2015, creating a suite of leadership and recognition experiences that engage youth in experiences 
that begin in their local Club and progress through local, state, regional and national experiences, institutes and com-
petitions. 
  
Powered by the ILDF, teens participate in leadership development workshops and institutes, develop their personal 
brands, sharpen their communication abilities, earn scholarship dollars, participate in internships and serve as teen 
ambassadors for the Boys & Girls Clubs of America movement, and youth nationally.  

The YOY program pathway suite includes:

 The YOY Leadership Recognition Experience – a ladder recognition competition, beginning locally and 
progressing through local, state and regional leadership development and recognition experiences that identify a 
YOY based on their academic achievement, good character, citizenship, healthy lifestyles, leadership abilities and 
their participation and engagement in the Club Experience. Collectively, YOYs receive more than $1.4 million in 
renewable scholarship dollars annually.

 The Military YOY Experience – a program that mirrors the YOY Leadership Recognition Experience, providing 
powerful leadership and recognition for the sons and daughters of service men and women in the Army, Navy, Air 
Force and Marines.

 The YOY Leadership Curriculum – an eight module teen leadership development program of workshop and 
project-based experiences designed to strengthen participant’s growth mindset, grit, personal brand, public speak-
ing abilities, team work and more.

 The YOY Speakers Bureau – a new program designed to provide current and past YOYs at the state, regional 
and national levels with powerful public speaking opportunities to provide a voice for America’s youth, and the 
power of the Boys & Girls Club Experience.

 The YOY Advanced Leaders Institute (ALI) – an annual multi-day leadership institute designed to deepen the 
leadership skills and abilities of nearly 100 YOY and Military YOY from all 50 states across the country, hosted at 
an academic institution, as an accelerator of college readiness and preparation.

 The Jr. YOY Program – a leadership recognition experience locally for youth during their pre- and early teen 
years, illustrating strong traits of academic achievement, good character, citizenship, healthy lifestyles and  
leadership.

 The Youth of the Month Program – a gateway program designed to recognize the achievement of Club mem-
bers monthly as they illustrate strong traits of academic achievement, good character, citizenship, healthy lifestyles 
and leadership. This program exposes littles, tweens and teens to the ILDF model.

The YOY program pathway suite features a plan for the future workbook that will support Club youth in clarifying their 
personal brands, establishing clear leadership goals and developing a plan for the future.
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Boys & Girls Clubs of America’s Strategic Plan for 

Leadership, Membership and Impact is designed 

to significantly increase teen membership, retention 

and youth-development outcomes. The BGCA teen 

theory of change builds from the insights articulated 

here to provide a multi-year vision for BGCA’s efforts 

to establish a collective impact agenda for youth and 

teens (Exhibit 19). Appendix B presents our logic 

model, outlining key assumptions that power our theory 

of change as five key strategic priorities define our 

overall action plan.

Strategy 1: 
Building strong teen youth-development capability to 

drive membership and the optimal Club Experience 

for teens

Supporting more teens at a higher level will require more 

Clubs to express a mission-centered commitment to 

serve teens. We define this commitment as creating a 

teen strategic plan that focuses on growth, retention and 

engagement. It also requires more Clubs to have high-

level teen youth-development capability, which we define 

as having staff who know how to support teens and the 

spaces, programs and the resources to do so. 

SECTION 5
BGCA’S STRATEGY FOR TEEN MEMBERSHIP AND IMPACT

Exhiibit 19. BGCA Multi-Year National Plan 
to Support More Teens

MULTI-YEAR PLAN FOR SUPPORTING 

MORE TEENS, MORE OFTEN
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BGCA will provide training experiences for youth-
development professionals who have a direct impact on 
local teen programming that build from this paper. Some 
of our highlighted planning and training opportunities and 
support systems include: 

 Teen Strategic Planning Accelerator Institutes: 
Accelerator institutes are designed to support the 
strategic planning efforts around the country as both 
standalone events and other all-staff conferences. A 
number of these events will create intentional learning 
communities focused on the specific teen planning 
needs of organizations in teen decline and other 
organizations that are primed for teen growth.

 Youth-Development Conferences: Local training 
events that provide opportunities for teen staff and 
youth-development professionals to learn about the 
latest and most innovative teen programs, practices and 
resources. 

 Leadership Development Conferences: BGCA 
annually conducts five regional and national leadership 
development conferences focused on the needs 
of executives. These conferences emphasize the 
importance of making a mission-centered commitment 
to teens and providing resources for Club executives 
and board members in attendance.

 Teen Strategic Support: Directors of organizational 
development (DODs) are BGCA’s frontline leaders 
who support Club needs. DODs will engage Club 
CEOs and boards to help them support teens as a 
strategic priority, referring them to BGCA’s specialized 
tools, resources and experiences and gathering 
valuable information about their teens’ challenges, 
plans, local needs and priorities. DODs also play a 
key role in developing teen forecasting models to 
determine the future trends of teen membership and 
recruitment within a given organization or region of  
the country.

 Executive Leadership Development: BGCA’s 
executive leadership development program includes 
multiple elements, such as focusing on teens as part of 

new executive orientation, the mid-career program and 
the advanced leaders program. Making teens a mission-
centered strategic focus is part of each of these training 
experiences. 

 Webinars and Quickinars: Regular online learning 
events that highlight best practices in teen recruitment, 
retention, engagement resources and tools.

 In-Person Consultations: BGCA staff will work 
directly with Club CEOs and board members to identify 
challenges and promising practices in teen recruitment, 
retention and develop action strategies.

Without the commitment of Club staff who interact with 
young people on a daily basis, we couldn’t make the Club 
Experience come to life. Club staff are our greatest asset 
and provide our greatest opportunity to drive quality and 
improve outcomes for teens and youth.

Strategy 2:
Develop a new generation of teen trip-driving 

programs in the areas of teen passions, workforce 

development and higher education access

The second element of our strategy is designed to empower 
teens to find their voice, passions and interests, while 
empowering them with the knowledge, tools and resources 
they need to make positive and informed decisions about 
their futures.

BGCA’s targeted teen program strategy centers on 
developing, revising and enhancing programs that create 
trip-driving opportunities that appeal to teens and their 
parents. The goal of our teen program portfolio is to 
operate multiple programs that bring the ILDF and the 
pathway framework to life. These programs will speak to 
Centennial teens’ passions, help them find their voice, and 
provide them with access to opportunities, resources and 
experiences to prepare them for the workforce and higher 
education opportunities. The programs will also empower 
them to create a plan for the future, and develop 21st 
century leadership skills. 

SECTION 5
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Developing Trip-Driving Programs

Programs that tap into teens’ passions for the arts, 
entertainment, music and sports, and provide young people 
with avenues for career exploration, creative expression 
and 21st century skill development are “trip-drivers.” Teens 
will come to the Club for programs with professional artists, 
musicians or athletes and world-class equipment because 
these are programs the youth would otherwise not have 
access to. 

In addition to what they learn through such passion 
programs themselves, getting teens into the Club 
provides opportunities for staff to offer them other learning 
opportunities and positive activities. It’s a time-tested 
strategy that Clubs have used for decades, brought into the 
21st century in settings like dance rooms, music programs 
and recording studios, and even maker spaces where teens 
can create.

Annual studies of Club impact indicate that life-changing 
outcomes are not the result of a single program, but the 
quality of a teen’s entire experience within the Club over

 time. To this end, BGCA aims to build and deliver a suite 
of fun, engaging and outcomes-driven 21st century learning 
experiences to unlock and stimulate teens’ passions, 
purpose and potential, and offer pathways that promote on-
time high school graduation, and postsecondary and career 
readiness. We know that busy teens will not come to the 
Club every day, but we also know that teens have increased 
positive outcomes when they participate, on average, one 
to two times per week. That means the Club must evolve 
to incorporate college access, part-time jobs, after-school 
involvement and technology into a multi-layered experience 
with many integrated touch-points, or ways for teens  
to engage.

New BGCA Teen Programs and Initiatives

Exhibit 20 outlines three types of teen programs that 
BGCA will strengthen over the next several years as  
we embed ILDF’s principles into our teen program  
efforts. The program categories include: (1) Passion 
Programs and Initiatives; (2) Workforce, Character and 
Leadership Development Programs and Initiatives; and  
(3) Higher Education Access and Scholarship Programs 
and Initiatives.  

SECTION 5
BGCA’S STRATEGY FOR TEEN MEMBERSHIP AND IMPACT

Type of Program Description Programs and Initiatives
Passion Programs and Initiatives Programs and initiatives that help teens define their interests and 

passions and cultivate their leadership skills, abilities and under-
standing, allowing them to create, explore and express themselves. 

• All-Star Sports
• BGCA Youth Arts Initiative
• Lyricism 101
• My.Future (Digital Youth Development) 

Workforce, Character and Leadership 
Development Programs and Initiatives

Character and leadership programs and initiatives that put teens on 
the pathway to leadership and the workforce through service learn-
ing opportunities, career exploration, financial literacy, first-job skill 
development experiences and access to real-world work experiences 
in jobs and internships.

• Career Launch 2.0
• Keystone Club 
• Money Matters Financial Literacy Program Suite
• National STEM Strategy
• Summer Jobs Initiative 
• Workforce Development Initiative
• YOY Leadership Program Suite

Higher Education Access and Scholarship 
Programs and Initiatives

Programs and initiatives that help BGCA teens access  
postsecondary opportunities that include, but are not 
 limited to bachelor’s and associate’s degrees, career,  
technical and military educational opportunities. 

• Diplomas to Degrees
• Graduate for Más Celebrations
• Higher Education Partnerships Initiative
• Standardized Test Preparation
• Scholarship Portal Initiative

Exhiibit 20. Sample of BGCA teen programs
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Passion Programs and Initiatives

The current BGCA passion program portfolio includes the 
All-Star Sports program, BGCA Youth Arts Initiative (YAI) 
and the newly created Lyricism 101 program. It also includes 
the new My.Future platform, which is embedded throughout 
this discussion of the new program strategy for teens, as 
well as our discussion of digital youth development.

All-Star Sports Program
The All-Star Sports program has grown in recent years. 
During 2016 it grew to include partnerships with athletic 
apparel vendors that allowed Clubs to develop and 
fund their own BGCA All-Star Sports leagues in local 
communities. The All-Stars Sports program now supports 
the development of step and cheerleading teams, 
capitalizing on teen girls’ passion for choreographed dance 
routines and activities. This was developed to complement 
basketball, soccer and other organized sports activities 
that already included girls in their activation.

YAI
The BGCA YAI pilot program implements 10 evidence-
based success principles associated with high-quality 
youth arts programs. Phase one of the YAI launched as a 
pilot in 2013, guided by Clubs engaging in the following 
activities:

 Clubs select an art form, (e.g., music, performance, 
visual, spoken word, graphic design, etc.) based on 
the interests of Club youth

 Hire professional practicing and teaching artists to 
facilitate impactful arts programs in youth-selected 
art forms

 Hold participants in programs to high expectations 
that culminate in real and meaningful projects, 
experiences and events

 Leverage professionals as mentors to create safe 
learning environments that foster meaningful youth-
leadership opportunities 

In addition to directly supporting the development of an 
overarching arts strategy, YAI was designed to bolster 
other BGCA organizational priorities, including attracting, 

engaging and retaining more tween and teen youth, 
developing 21st century skills and driving youth outcomes 
through continuous improvement models. While research 
was focused on tweens in the first phase of the project, 
the model, now validated in concept, will in the second 
programming phase. BGCA’s longer-term objective for the 
YAI is to scale the model to urban Clubs along a continuum 
of readiness and capacity, to leverage youth arts as a 
sustainable model for supporting and retaining teens from 
underserved communities.

Lyricism 101 
Lyricism 101 is BGCA’s first national hip-hop youth-
development program. Lyricism 101 will provide an 
opportunity for Club teens to explore hip-hop as an art form 
and a space of leadership development. The program is 
fully aligned to BGCA’s ILDF and specifically focuses on 
youth voice, passion programming, ideation and problem 
solving, communication skills, digital literacy, collaboration 
and workforce development.  

The program centers on the art of free styling and 
developing lyrics or rapping through the cypher workshop 
model. In hip-hop culture; the cypher is a circle of MCs, 
B-boys/B-girls and beat boxers who freestyle and/or battle 
one after the other without interruption, exchanging rhymes 
and flows back and forth. The cypher is where individuals 
train, test their skills and collaborate. It’s where they create 
as a group, often in an improvisational manner, or in some 
ways in a written or choreographed manner. 

Through the lens of hip-hop, particularly cyphers, teens will:

 Engage in programming and events that will build 
their self-esteem

 Have a medium to express their thoughts, passions 
and ideas

 Build their sk i l ls in musical collaboration, 
performance and rhyme creation

 Receive coaching from renowned and respected artists 

 Engage in local and national leadership development 
experiences that explore the entertainment industry, 
media and the arts

SECTION 5
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The program was piloted in the summer of 2016 with a full 
launch during the back-to-school season in the fall of 2017. 
In the pilot activation, youth toured Atlanta and engaged 
in leadership development workshops and experiences. 
They met with leading entertainment, legal, marketing and 
engineering professionals in the music and packaged goods 
industries, and experienced the opportunity to learn more 
about the creative process that undergirds the entertainment 
industry by touring the legendary Tree Sound Studios. While 
every Club can use the curriculum, twenty Clubs will be 
identified as “Lyricism 101 Flagship Cities.”  Flagship sites 
will bring nearly 70 youth and staff to Atlanta to engage in an 
immersion leadership experience.

The program also features a national project-based 
competition. Youth across the pilot sites were invited 
to develop a song that talked about their identity, their 
community and/or their Club. The songs were then submitted 
to YouTube as part of a national competition to identify the 
top youth cypher artists in the Boys & Girls Clubs of America 
Movement. In the pilot activation, more than 30 songs were 
contributed, producing more than 24,000 votes on YouTube. 
The top youth artist and their chaperone returned to Atlanta 
to record their song at Tree Sound Studios. It will be released 
on iTunes and all proceeds will benefit the youth and their 
Club. 

Workforce Development Initiatives

A major component of BGCA’s teen strategy centers on 
workforce development. Every Boys & Girls Club organization 
is given a workforce development strategy guide to help 
them assess their present readiness to engage in workforce 
development activities.   

The strategy consists of six major components: (1) Career 
Exploration, (2) Skill Development and First-Job Readiness, 
(3) Real-World Job Experiences, (4) Summer and Seasonal 
Job Challenges, (5) Workforce Centers of Excellence and 
(6) National STEM strategy. 

Career Exploration
BGCA’s workforce strategy will help teens explore career 
options related to their interests and passions. Career 
Launch was redesigned in 2016 to align to the ILDF – this 
is BGCA’s new flagship workforce development program. 

Career Launch engages teens in a career assessment that 
will introduce them to careers based on their expressed 
interests and passions. Club teens will use https://www.
mynextmove.org, a resource sponsored by U.S. Department 
of Labor, Employment and Training Administration. This 
free resource provides searchable databases organized 
by keywords and also by industries. Users are able to take 
a brief 60-question survey that will direct them to several 
careers based on the interest assessment, directing them 
to several different career clusters from their high school 
curriculum, postsecondary educational experiences and 
careers (Exhibit 21).  

ExhIibit 21. Sample of national career clusters 
framework and pathways 

Business, Marketing and Management
• Marketing
• Hospitality and Tourism
• Business Management and Administration
• Finance

Human Sciences and Education
• Government and Public Administration
• Human Services
• Law, Public Safety, Corrections and Security
• Education and Training

Health Science
• Health Sciences
• Skilled and Technical Sciences

Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics
• Manufacturing
• Architecture and Construction
• Transportation, Distribution and Logistics
• Communication and Information Systems
• Arts, A/V Technology and Communications
• Information Technology

Source: https://www.mynextmove.org/

Skill Development and First-Job Readiness
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BGCA will support Clubs to help teens develop real-
world job skills, leveraging a confluence of partnerships, 
technology and traditional youth-development curriculum. 
BGCA’s flagship program, Career Launch  includes a 
number of modules and workshops that focus on first-
job readiness and skill development, covering topics 
like dressing for your interview, developing a resume, 
networking, mentoring, communicating in the workplace, 
tips on how to create a resume and job application 
basics. BGCA has also developed strategic relationships 
with organizations like SkillsUSA to provide youth with  
affordable online training experiences to help them obtain 
valuable certificates in areas like customer service and 
workplace safety.

Real-World Job Experiences
The focus is to help BGCA teens acquire real-world job 
experiences. These job experiences can take place in the 
Club through the Jr. Staff program, or through external job 
placements in first-work experiences in the quick service 
restaurant industry, retail or others. We also encourage the 
development of more advanced workforce development 
placement activities in junior apprenticeship programs 
in the trade industries, and in professional development 
internships and job shadowing experiences.

This new strategy also emphasizes professional 
development mentors for Club youth. When it comes 
to career mentors, mentees will gain support in setting 
career goals, and taking the necessary steps to realize 
them. Career mentors can use their personal contacts to 
help young people meet industry professionals and find 
career-related opportunities. These career mentors can 
also introduce young people to professional resources and 
organizations they normally would not be exposed to, as 
well as provide support in seeking and keeping a job.

Summer and Seasonal Job Challenges
Another major component of the workforce development 
strategy is to engage in Summer Job Challenges designed 
to galvanize local communities to provide entry-level jobs 

and internship experiences for youth. The first BGCA 
Summer Job Challenge is scheduled for the summer  
of 2018.

Workforce Centers of Excellence (WCOE)
The pinnacle of BGCA’s approach is the establishment of 
WCOE. WCOE will have the most advanced workforce 
development capabilities. This designation is reserved for 
those Clubs that have strong College and Career Centers, 
where they are running BGCA’s college and workforce 
development pathway programs in addition to advanced 
capabilities in job readiness and placement of youth in 
paid jobs and internships. These organizations will serve as 
leaders in their communities and have strategic partnerships 
with local employers, Mayor’s offices, Workforce Investment 
Boards and others. Between 2017 and 2020, BGCA will 
invest in 30 College and Career Centers in an effort to 
strengthen the capabilities of a number of organizations on 
the pathway to having the WCOE designation.

National STEM Strategy
BGCA’s workforce also includes a focus on Science, 
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) in a 
number of different ways:

 STEM experiences are built into our flagship 
summer learning loss prevention program, Summer 
Brain Gain, as more than 80,000 youth are exposed 
to entry-level robotics and aeronautics experiences 
annually.

 BGCA has developed a Do-it Yourself (DIY) 
STEM kit to drive early STEM exposure. DIY STEM 
launched in 2016 to more than 1,500 Clubs. 

 Coding, robotics and media making experiences are 
part of the new My.Future digital youth-development 
strategy, as BGCA has developed a computer 
science pathway model that will introduce youth to 
a number of entry-level coding experiences that are 
foundational to engaging other areas of STEM. The 
new My.Future site will launch in 2017.  
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 BGCA is also invested in creating STEM Centers 
of Innovation that feature advanced organizational 
capabilities to advance STEM readiness and 
preparedness. Similar to WCOE, STEM Centers 
of Innovation feature maker space, wireless 
capabilities, computer hardware, STEM educated 
full-time professional staff and the use of BGCA 
and other STEM related programs to achieve  
the designation.  

Higher Education Access and Scholarships 

Higher education access and scholarship efforts are 
another part of BGCA’s vision for workforce development. 
The strategy centers on four related areas: (1) Higher 
Education Access and Scholarship Initiative, (2) Stronger 
Academic Support Programs (3) Fostering Knowledge 
of the College Going Process and (4) Standardized Test  
Prep Initiative. Additionally, BGCA has made a major 
commitment to fostering strategic partnership with 
the higher education community, developing the Higher 
Education Access and Scholarship Taskforce (HEAST),  
and building new relationships with higher education  
institutions and systems.

Higher Education Access and Scholarship Initiative
The BGCA Higher Education Access and Scholarship 
Taskforce (HEAST) launched in 2015 to help power 
BGCA’s college access efforts. BGCA has established 
a goal to secure $100 million in scholarship commitments 
for youth by 2025. These commitments are secured 
through public partnership opportunities with colleges, 
universities, corporations and others. A major component 
of this effort is building a scholarship portal in collaboration 
with Scholarship America that will allow Club youth to 
match against $250 million in scholarships annually. The 
portal is under development and will launch in 2017.

Stronger Academic Support Programs
The foundation of BGCA’s academic success initiative 
is Summer Brain Gain (SBG) and Power Hour. As noted 
earlier, SBG is a project-based summer learning loss 
prevention program designed to support the foundational 
educational abilities of Club youth. In 2017, the Club’s 
after-school homework assistance program, Power Hour 
will be redesigned. The new program will align more to the 
common core and provide access to free online academic 
assessment tools and guidance on how to strengthen the 
academic performance of youth.

Fostering Knowledge of the College Going Process
Diplomas to Degrees is BGCA’s college access program. 
The program is set for an update in 2018. Some topics 
set for the redesign include choosing the right college, 
organizing college tours and visits, financial aid workshops, 
choosing a major and developing a first-year collegiate 
success plan. The Graduate for Más program also powers 
the college going process as it features opportunities to 
support youth to engage in college visits, and celebrate 
the graduation and college going process of Club youth 
across the country.

Standardized Test Prep Initiative
BGCA has partnered with the College Board and Khan 
Academy to make the SAT practice test tool readily 
available for Boys & Girls Club members. In the initial 
pilot program, five locations have already started using 
the online SAT practice tools that will be made available 
throughout BGCA’s network of nearly 4,000 Clubs in  
2017.  As part of our national effort to help youth gain access 
to higher education, Club teens will now have access to 
more cutting-edge tools and training to ensure that they 
are able to successfully prepare for the SAT. In addition, 
BGCA is also exploring relationships with Educational 
Testing Services (ETS) and others to strengthen ACT  
test readiness.

SECTION 5
BGCA’S STRATEGY FOR TEEN MEMBERSHIP AND IMPACT



52

PREPARING THE CENTENNIAL GENERATION FOR LEADERSHIP 

Strategy 3:
Developing digital youth-development capability 
to drive a blended approach to leadership 
development, learning and relevance in the  
lives of teens 

As this discussion has implied, the evolution of technology 
has created the need for a paradigm shift in youth 
development, particularly when it comes to serving teens. 
To attract, retain and engage teens in Club programs, 
BGCA is required to embrace digital youth development as 
a way of amplifying the traditional Club Experience. The in-
Club Experience will always be the foundation of the Boys & 
Girls Club Experience. However, digital youth-development 
efforts can serve as a powerful and developmentally 
appropriate strategy for engaging and retaining teens who 
often do not want to come to the Club every day, have 
transportation difficulties or simply don’t have a Club they 
can reach regularly.

The DYD Initiative
 
The Digital Youth-Development (DYD) Initiative was 
developed to support our vision that a 21st century Club 
Experience will allow BGCA youth and teens to play, learn 
and socialize in the digital world. Boys & Girls Clubs of 
America has developed a plan to become a recognized 
leader in blending traditional and digital youth-development 
efforts for Centennial generation teens, helping youth 
become informed, thoughtful and engaged citizens through 
their online interactions. 

The plan calls for (1) developing new youth bring-your-own-
device and safety policies, (2) training national and local 
Club staff in digital youth-development principles and safety 
procedures, (3) developing a new suite of digital youth-
development programs to drive learning and 21st century 
skill development, (4) strengthening the local hardware 
(computers/tablets) and wireless capabilities of Clubs to 
more powerfully support digital learning and (5) developing 
an online BGCA proprietary social media and learning 

environment for Club members to learn, collaborate, create 
and share content in a positive and safe youth-development 
environment. 

Digital Driver’s License 

BGCA will provide Club staff with new resources to help 
them build the necessary skills to educate Club youth 
about the importance of online responsibility and safety. 
We will also develop a nationwide Digital Driver’s License 
program requiring young people to demonstrate a clear 
understanding of how to be good digital citizens and 
protect their futures by making good decisions both online 
and offline.  This is another way that BGCA will bring our 
personal branding activities to life, by helping young people 
understand and build their brands across platforms in the 
digital world.

My.Future

My.Future is the future of BGCA’s digital youth engagement 
and leadership development strategy. The My.Future 
2.0 site will launch in 2017. It is a robust, scalable and 
sustainable cloud-based platform optimized for mobile and 
desktop usage. Members with access will enjoy personal 
profiles and universal logins, similar to popular social media 
platforms like Facebook. 

My.Future will host interactive digital program content, 
including self-directed learning pathways and customizable 
content based on user interests. Teens will create and 
share their own digital content, including games and apps. 
They’ll earn badges through participation, which will unlock 
valuable, real-world benefits such as scholarships and 
internships.

Already, BGCA’s youth-development experts are rethinking 
new and existing programs to be delivered through an 
optimal blend of physical and digital channels, providing 
teens with new learning opportunities and increasing our 
impact. What’s more, these digital properties will help 
Clubs attract and retain more teens by offering varied and 
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robust paths to engagement. The My.Future platform will 
allow BGCA to more easily and rapidly scale new programs 
and initiatives. With increased reach and impact, BGCA 
and Clubs will attract more funding and partners to help us 
build the necessary Club infrastructure.

Developing DYD Capabilities

While the final features of the BGCA DYD online 
environment, My.Future, will continue to evolve, a  
number of key capabilities are envisioned over the  
next several years: 

 A 24/7 Digital Club Environment: A 24-hours-a-
day, 7-days-a-week, 365-days-a-year, always-on BGCA 
social network (think Facebook or Instagram for BGCA 
members only) that will allow Club members to connect 
with other Club members in a safe youth-development 
space, collaborate on Keystone projects, comment 
on their peers’ digital media projects (songs, videos, 
artwork), and search out and like the skills, backgrounds 
and profiles of Club members across the country (or 
even the world) who have similar interests and Club 
experiences. 

 A Member Retention and Reward System:  
A single login capability will allow youth to create online 
identities that stay with them from the time they are 
tweens. They’ll gain access to the site throughout their 
time in the Club and into their time as Club alumni – 
no matter whether their families have relocated to a 
military base in another part of the world, or they find 
that their middle-school-based Club has no high school 
feeder site – youth can easily stay connected to their 
communities. 

 Mobile Optimized and All-Device Capability: A 
mobile-friendly, app-based interface for youth to use 
on smartphones, tablets, gaming devices, laptops or 
desktop computers, so that they can always access 
their BGCA community no matter what platform they 
have available to them. 

 Earning Digital Badges for Accomplishments: 
Youth will be able to earn digital badges to recognize 
their accomplishments like winning YOY, completing 
Career Launch, being hired as a Jr. Staff member or 
winning a Club basketball or fitness challenge. 

 A Gamified Digital Club Experience: Youth will also 
be able to earn points and badges for the number of 
times they physically come to their Club, the number 
of times they log in, the amount of hours they spend 
engaging, and the activities they complete, both formal 
(programs like Money Matters) and informal (creating 
their online profile). These actions give them points that 
could be cashed in to unlock scholarship opportunities, 
local or national prizes like a pass-through travel grant 
to attend the Keystone Conference for hosting the most 
successful teen outreach initiatives, and more.

 Develop a Digital Résumé of the Club Experience: 
Youth will be able to take all of the accomplishments 
they accumulate during their time in the Club and output 
a digital résumé that interfaces with LinkedIn and can be 
used as part of the college application and scholarship 
process.

 Digital Mentoring Mentors Supporting Youth: 
Digital mentoring capabilities allow prescreened adult 
mentors and staff to connect with youth through a safe 
online portal that complements traditional interactions in 
the Club.

 Digital Learning Pathways: Access to predefined 
digital learning pathway programs developed by 
others that allows youth to participate in programs like 
computer coding and website building in an integrated 
online self-directed pathway. 

 Club Calendaring Functionality: The platform will 
ultimately allow Clubs to leverage the local calendar 
system by uploading their events and using a push 
notification system to make youth aware of what is going 
on in the Club, providing constant updates about local 
events and programs for teens.
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The DYD Initiative is driven by the notion that Club 
members will expand their relationships with the Club, 
while extending their opportunities to learn digitally and 
share their successes. Above all else, one feature will be 
critical – the My.Future platform, which has a number of 
self-directed learning experiences available for youth to take 
advantage of now. Over time, Clubs and Club members 
will be given access to a web-based platform, digital 
programming, training and policies that provide all BGCA 
programmatic assets in a fun, well-designed and engaging 
way. In addition, the platform will provide real-time data on 
users, their level of participation in programs and tracking 
related to their completion of programs, in part to enable 
digital badging and other recognition opportunities. 

Strategy 4:
Build BGCA thought leadership, voice and brand 
relevance by advocating, marketing to and with 
teens, and convening with education and youth-
development leaders

Beginning in 2016, BGCA deployed a thought leadership 
plan to establish awareness and understanding of our 
position on serving teens by targeting an “influencer” 
audience of youth-development leaders, teen experts and 
opinion leaders, educators, government, corporations and 
foundations, as well as parents. To be successful with this 
strategy, our thought leadership message must be strong, 
relevant and meaningful for our entire Movement, so we 
will assist local Clubs with their ability to demonstrate well-
aligned thought leadership on the local level. 

We’ll also reach out nationally through media placements, 
speaking engagements, partnerships and compelling 
stories about our brand. This work will be strategically 
scheduled to build from the momentum of key brand 
moments such as Boys & Girls Club Week, Advocacy Day 
and the National Keystone Conference, with additional 
concentration on graduation season and back-to-school. 
Additionally, we will develop an innovative new marketing 
strategy for teen outreach and engagement for Clubs to 

implement locally. We will use the collective power of our 
national presence and more than 4,000 Clubs to build 
brand relevance with teens, thereby driving membership. 
BGCA will develop the national teen marketing strategy, 
informed by research and input from leaders in the teen 
marketing field, and provide support for Clubs to implement 
local activities. 

A Multi-Year Plan of Elevating Our Voice  
on Teens

We identified 2016 as the Year of the Teen to launch  
BGCA’s multi-year strategic plan to increase teen 
membership, engagement and impact. Establishing teens 
as a priority focus of 2016 as the Year of the Teen is not 
to indicate that teens are not important every year.  To the 
contrary, our plan is designed to make teens a priority every 
day, week and month of the year across the Boys & Girls 
Clubs of America Movement.

The focus of the Year of the Teen is to create a central rally 
point for Clubs, teens and communities to engage in a 
national dialogue and actions to reprioritize teen outreach, 
membership and engagement as a strategic priority for 
Clubs and other youth-serving organizations.   

The Year of the Teen messaging framework launches 
a multi-year commitment to reprioritize teens across 
America by involving Clubs in a national dialogue about the 
importance of providing Clubs with unprecedented levels 
of tools, resources, programs, partnerships and trainings to 
support Clubs in their efforts to recruit, engage, and retain 
teen members (Exhibit 22).

The Year of the Teen messaging framework was leveraged 
across all points of contact with local Clubs including, 
and not limited to, national and regional conferences, 
Keystone Conferences, Youth-Development Conferences, 
Teen Accelerator Institutes, the Military Learning Institute, 
Spillett Leadership University Trainings and as a part of 
field-facing communications and consulting visits by BGCA 
national staff.  
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Exhiibit 22. BGCA Teen strategy messaging framework and capacity Building priorities
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Year Messaging Framework Growth Goal Capacity Building Priorities

2016 Year of the Teen 574,000
Foundation for Teen  
Membership Growth

• Rally cry to galvanize the BGCA Movement

• Set three-year teen strategy

• Stabilize teen membership

• Strengthen the Club brand in the BGCA  
Movement for Clubs 

• New teen programs and initiatives

2017 Year of the Teen – Voice 607,000
Activation and Improvement 
of the Teen Growth Strategy

• Role out Voice, Choice, Access and Passion  
Teen Suite of Programs

• Improved Club teen programming

• Focus on recruitment and retention  

• Strategic growth partnerships to drive growth  
and impact

2018 Year of the Teen – Impact 640,000
Consistent Growth  

and Impact

• Increase Club delivery of the optimal Club Experience  
for teens

• Set teen strategy as part of 2015

• 50 percent of teens report having the optimal  
Club Experience

A Segmented Marketing Approach
BGCA’s overall teen marketing plan focuses on parents, 
influencers, and teens and tweens themselves (Exhibit 
23).  These audiences were identified as a result of BGCA 
research that revealed strong brand awareness of the 
BGCA brand, but generally with little understanding of 
what Clubs do for youth, and more specifically the value 
proposition that they can provide for teens.

The plan includes both local marketing efforts that provide 
direction, training and branding resources to support Clubs 
with the implementation of their brand positioning initiatives, 
and opportunities for local Clubs to tap into national brand 
building programs to drive teen and alumni membership.  

Some examples include the peer-to-peer teen outreach 
program launched in 2015, #WeOwnFridays, developed to 
empower teen members to invite their friends to come to 
the Clubs and experience the resources, community and 
opportunities that Clubs can provide in an informal and  
fun-filled social environment. Another example is the 
BGCA Teen Brand Ambassador program launching in 
2018 to provide training, outreach toolkits and guidance 
to empower BGCA teens to represent the Club brand to 
increase awareness and understanding among teens in 
their local community. Another is the Graduating Teens 
Campaign - Graduate for Más, which celebrates the 
accomplishments of Club teens as they graduate from high 
school and announce their plans for the future.
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Dimension Parents and Influencers Teens and Tweens

Messaging

Clubs are leaders during OST and not just for younger kids. 
Clubs can be especially critical for teens, providing them 
with safe spaces and opportunities that can put them on the 
pathway to college, careers and a great future.

Clubs enable teens to develop their voice, and achieve success by 
engaging them in programs and experiences that provide choice, 
access to new opportunities, and a space to define and expand  
their passions.

Call to Action
• Sign up your teen/youth
• Donate/support

• Become a member
• Visit MyClubMyLife.com

National Marketing Strategies

• Drive awareness via earned media/PR plan that positions 
leadership through national broadcast placement, print, 
op-ed and syndicated articles

• Support cause campaigns and stuff the bus with PR and 
social media

• Drive awareness via YOY integrated campaign, with  
emphasis on earned media/PR plan and social media 
around announcement

• Drive engagement in Alumni & Friends Club via integrated 
marketing campaign, inclusive of PR and social media

• Increase awareness and understanding for teen Club Experience 
via social media campaign, engaging Club youth (YOYs), social 
media influencers, celebrity ambassadors and others

• Partner with digital, radio and media partners to promote teen 
Club Experience through radio, PSAs, pre-roll adds and content

• Position National, Regional, State and Local YOY to peer  
audiences

Local Marketing Strategies

• Drive awareness via earned media/PR plan that positions 
leadership through local op-eds, templates, morning 
shows

• Support cause campaign and stuff the bus with template 
PR and social media tools

• Engage local schools to build relationships

• Implement summer recruitment challenge to engage teens in 
summer camps and convert to membership

• Grassroots local recruitment drives including summer open 
house events

• Media/advertising templates to run out-of-home and radio adds
• Peer-to-peer activation of #WeOwnFriday events to engage 

teens and convert to membership
• #WeOwnFriday Membership Recruitment Events
• BGCA Teen Brand Ambassador Program
• Graduating Teen Campaign – Graduate for Más
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Exhiibit 23. BGCA teen marketing plan overview 

Supporting Local Club Marketing Efforts
 
A major aspect of our capacity building efforts for Clubs 
is conducting trainings and consultations with Club staff 
to market themselves to teens locally, using many of the 
tips and insights emphasized across this paper in terms 
of empowering teen voice, leveraging social media and 
creating targeted teen outreach programs and events.  

Other elements included in the strategy provide Clubs with 
brand building resources that they can use to market the 
“Club,” BGCA’s teen facing brand that was specifically 
developed to overcome the brand challenge of marketing 
Boys & Girls Clubs to teens. This includes posters, PR 

and social media templates, YouTube videos highlighting 
national programs like the Keystone Club, YOY and more.  

Finally, BGCA has created a dedicated teen website, app 
and e-newsletter specifically designed to support staff 
who work directly with teens. These digital resources are 
a way of deepening the ability of national staff to support 
teens directors across the country, as well as empowering 
teen directors to interact with one another, and learn from 
the best plans, initiatives and programs that exist across 
the Boys & Girls Club network of Clubs. Through the new 
website and app, best practices are available to Clubs as 
they work to set up a teen advisory, build a new teen center, 
tap into new national teen programs, and more, as part of 
our ongoing efforts to support teens.
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Strategy 5
Building public-private partnerships to drive teen 

engagement

Leveraging Public-Private Partnerships  
to Drive Teen Impact

BGCA’s strategic growth strategy focuses on building 

public-private partnerships. We believe that public-private 

partnerships can be powerful tools to address the complex 

challenges we face in educational achievement, youth 

development and preparing the Centennial generation 

for leadership. When implemented in the presence of a 

strong, shared agenda, clear data to measure progress, 

continuous communication, quality improvement processes 

and a strong organization like BGCA, these efforts can be 

impactful. Public-private partnerships allow organizations to 

share resources and strategies, distribute risk and reward, 

and bring expertise from all sectors. 

Four types of organizational partnerships will embolden 

BGCA’s approach to teen membership and engagement: 

(1) K-12 Schools, (2) Higher Education Institutions and 

Partners, (3) Workforce Development Partners, (4) 

National Teen Serving Organizations and (5) Corporate, 

Foundations and Government (Exhibit 24).
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Strategic Growth Partners Description

K-12 Schools Partnerships Partnerships designed to increase Club locations in K-12 school environments, or provide school aged youth with  
access to traditional Club sites through prioritized partnership initiatives, deepen impact by providing services that  
focus on increasing attendance, behavior and academic performance through targeted programs and positive youth- 
development experiences.

Higher Education Partnerships Partnership designed to provide scholarship support to Club members, on-campus youth-development experiences  
to expose them to the realities and rigors of college, unique membership opportunities and shared resources to  
support Clubs.

Workforce Development Partners Partnerships designed to provide Clubs with access to advanced workforce development credentialing programs,  
career development resources, job shadowing opportunities, career exploration tools, real-world job experiences  
and professional mentors.

National and Regional Teen Serving 
Organizational Partnerships

Partnership designed to provide unique co-membership opportunities for Club youth, as well as shared resources to 
develop stronger teen youth-development programs by providing novel content and resources already developed by 
Clubs and Club youth.

Corporate, Foundations and Government Partnerships that support linking public and private resources to drive youth development generally and workforce 
development goals more specifically.

ExhiBit 24. Strategic growth partner framework 2016-18
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K-12 School Partnerships

More than 1,300 Boys & Girls Clubs are located in 

school sites across America, with the majority of these 

Clubs serving elementary school aged youth. School 

sites represent a key part of the BGCA footprint, and 

provide a high-impact opportunity to dramatically increase 

teen membership, engagement and youth-development 

outcomes by providing services in locations where teens 

are naturally present. 

Boys & Girls Clubs of America will strengthen the number 

and quality of high-impact K-12 partnerships by hosting a 

working Educational Partnerships Institute for Club leaders 

and school district superintendents from 50 markets 

primed to accelerate the development of new Club-

school partnerships in their local communities.  The goal 

is to leverage high-impact programs in these partnerships, 

which support schools and Clubs in their joined efforts to 

enhance school attendance, positive behavior and strong 

academic performance among vulnerable youth.  

Special focus is placed on developing new Club sites 

that establish a continuum of OST support for youth from 

elementary, to middle, to high school, with no lack of 

opportunity because a feeder site did not exist somewhere 

in the continuum. We launched this new program in 2016 

and will replicate the Educational Partnership Institute in 

fall of 2018.

Higher Education Partnerships

Boys & Girls Clubs of America will develop strong 

partnerships with colleges and universities, higher 

education policy and advocacy organizations, and others 

that play a key role in the postsecondary sector. The 

focus of these partnerships is securing scholarship 

commitments from colleges and universities to defer 

the cost of college attendance for Club youth, securing  

on-campus youth-development experiences for Club youth, 

and forging partnership that tap into the unique potential 

of college and university expertise, facilities, students and 

faculty to provide mentorship, academic support and other 

resources to support the development of Club youth.  

A key aspect of our strategy is the development of the 

Higher Education Access and Scholarship Taskforce 

(HEAST), which establishes key relationships to help 

support BGCA’s higher education access agenda. The 

taskforce includes colleges and university leaders, national 

higher education umbrella organizations, organizations 

aligned to higher education access like the College Board 

that administers the SAT, the Council of Great City Schools, 

which represents the interests of some of the largest school 

districts in the nation, and Insight into Diversity a leading 

higher education magazine that touches nearly 3,000 

colleges and university leadership teams monthly.

Employers and Workforce Development 
Partnerships

BGCA will develop strategic partnerships with organizations 

dedicated to strengthening the workforce development 

efforts of underserved teens and youth. This means seeking 

out organizations that can help Clubs to understand the 

in-demand industries that drive a specific market, as well 

as the occupations and skills needed in those industries. 

This will include technical and trade schools, workforce 

development boards, and public and private social service 

providers that have developed programs to enhance 

the skills, credentials and abilities that youth need to be 

competitive in the current and emerging workplace. 

National and Regional Teen Serving 
Partnerships

BGCA will develop strategic partnerships with other 

national and regional teen serving organizations that 

will allow for the expansion of our ability to serve more 
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teens, and deepen the potential impact of BGCA’s core 

programmatic offering. This might include organizations 

looking to establish shared membership agreements, 

leverage BGCA core programming, provide programs 

and services to Clubs and Club youth, and other novel 

partnerships that will allow for the infusion of unique 

program capabilities that will deepen the potential for 

voice, choice, access and passion to exist at the foundation 

of BGCA’s youth-development programming. 

Corporate, Foundations and Government

BGCA will develop strategic partnerships with 

corporate partners, foundations and government 

agencies to elevate opportunities and champion the 

need to develop teens as 21st century leaders. Whether 

through sponsoring the Club Experience for teens, 

engaging teens in workforce development or leadership 

opportunities, or coming together to advocate for efforts 

that strengthen the youth experience in communities, 

we view these partnership as critical to building our 

collective impact agenda.

SECTION 5
BGCA’S STRATEGY FOR TEEN MEMBERSHIP AND IMPACT
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The future of America has long depended on each 
successive generation accomplishing more than the last. 
The machinist’s children become successful engineers; the 
nurse’s and schoolteacher’s offspring rise to the ranks of 
doctor and lawyer; and the immigrant’s daughter grows the 
family business into a thriving national company. Each new 
success enriches their families and communities, creating 
greater opportunities. Yet this central storyline of American 
progress may not have a next chapter for America’s 
youngest and most diverse generation ever.

More than ever before, we must prepare all of our 
youth to lead in a New Economy to ensure America’s 
competitiveness. At BGCA, we believe that strong youth-
development organizations, operating in dynamic public-
private partnerships with other sectors, are the foundation 
of economic competitiveness as we shape the knowledge, 
character, habits, and leadership abilities – the human 
capital – of our nation’s next generation of leaders. 

Boys & Girls Clubs of America’s desire is to support more 
teens, more often. This is more relevant today than ever 
before. To reach more youth, BGCA is leading a collective 
effort to support the next generation of leaders for this 
country. OST providers are well positioned to equip young 
people with the knowledge, skills and experiences they’ll 
need to thrive and find their voice. 

As we look to the future, it is our duty to ensure that OST 
programs remain relevant. Youth-serving organizations 
must do everything possible to ensure our nation’s youth 
have opportunities outside school and home that enable 
them to succeed as adults.

Young people are more than just a potential workforce. 
They are potential community leaders, artists, writers, 
entrepreneurs and craftsmen and women who are 
innovators and strong, resilient problem solvers. The 
potential contributions of young people can improve both 
the social and economic conditions of our country.  

To enable young people to achieve this, stakeholders 
must provide a supportive environment for this work. We 
can invest in youth by promoting quality education and 

OST programming and job skills, along with professional 
development for youth-development professionals. 
Recognizing the diversity within youth populations, we 
must help young women and men who lack access to 
learning and engagement opportunities become active 

and productive citizens. Below are four ways that you  

can help:

 Join Boys & Girls Clubs Alumni & Friends. 
Alumni & Friends represents a global network of 
former Club members and supporters of Boys & 
Girls Clubs. The mission of Alumni & Friends is to 
advance the development of Club alumni and enable 
young Alumni & Friends to advance the development 
of Club alumni and enable all young people to reach 
their full potential. Advocates, donors and champions 
for Clubs and youth serve as a peer network of 
support and resources for young alumni transitioning 
into life beyond the Club. We provide access to 
scholarships and career opportunities dedicated to 
advancing Club alumni. Be a part of the community. 
Join Alumni & Friends today to connect, develop or 
give back. For more information, contact alum@
bgca.org.

 Stay in touch with Boys & Girls Clubs 
of America on your favorite social 
network. 
We’ll keep you updated on all the work we do to serve 
youth during OST. Visit us on Facebook, Twitter and 
Instagram.

Visit BGCA.org.  
Explore ways to partner and collaborate with your 
local Boys & Girls Club.

 Request information on any of the 
programs or initiatives identified in  
this monograph. 
Reach out to the Boys & Girls Clubs of America to 

learn more.

SECTION 6
CONCLUSION AND NEXT STEPS

1. 

2. 
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Dimension Description Principles of Success

Dedicated Teen 
Center 

• Stand-alone room, floor or building dedicated to 
providing a space for formal and informal teen 
interactions;

• Centers might feature games rooms, video game 
systems, quiet spaces for academic assistance, 
music studios, TV, dance studios, media centers, 
“coffee shops” and lounge spaces that allow teens 
to relax; 

• Middle/High school members should be separated 
into different parts of the center, or allowed to 
access it at different times of day;

• A separate entrance for younger members to 
the teen space helps teens feel like it’s a space 
especially for them;

• This approach is most viable when resources are 
available and teen youth development is a driving 
strategic priority of the organization.

Culture
• Consider the floor plan, resources, food, furniture, temperature of the room, structuring of time, teen role allotment, behavioral expectations, use of plants and walls as 

key elements of shaping the culture of your teen center;
• Brand your space. Teens enjoy a sense of belonging, so if your center has a logo or even a name, incorporate it into your space to reinforce the message.
• Psychological stress can occur when environmental demands exceed a person’s ability to cope with what they experience in an environment, which is why it is so 

important to monitor the culture of the teen center by looking at the overall environment, including its decorations, smell, sound, floor plan and more.
• Be aware of the ways the culture of the teen space shifts over time and with certain influences, constantly making corrections to ensure the environment is positive.
Empower Teens As Leaders
• Empower teens as culture ambassadors, with responsibility to protect and maintain the culture of their space, showing ownership of their environments, creating  

a center where their peers want to be there. 
• Invite teens to design their teen space as partners that work with the leadership team or architects as part of their leadership and ownership of the space.
• One approach to creating teens ownership over the space is to create a teen center advisory that shapes programming, creates policy and helps to provide  

overall leadership to the space.
• Maintain a zero tolerance policy for bad behavior on property and high expectations of all who come to the property.
• Creating a sense of ownership takes time, but it is key to building a strong teen center culture.
Environment
• The physical environment will set the tone for the ways teens interact with each other, establishing the psychological, behavioral and relational/social energy of  

the environment.
• The teen program spaces should have a unique cultural feeling that is distinct from the school environment even if the Club is located in a school.
• Teens like coffee shops and informal spaces for lounging. Decorating a part of your teen environment in this style, equipped with beverages, snacks, lounge furniture 

and internet access creates a potential low-cost space for teens to hang out.
• The space needs to be welcoming, evaluating the hospitality, (e.g., handicap accessible, quiet areas and/or times available for members with low tolerance for stimulation). 
• Teen space set up should invite collaboration and emphasize peer-to-peer interaction, ensuring that the room flow encourages engagement, not isolation. 
• Space should be evaluated for safety to determine if there are corners or hallways that allow teens to hide, be alone and generally interact in a non-supervised environment; 
• Keep it consistent. If a Club has extended hours on Fridays, do it every Friday so teens know to count on it and plan for it. This is also true for dedicated hours in spaces  

that are shared.
• Imbue the space with youth voice, allowing teens to “own the space” by painting and decorating, displaying their youth artwork and even creating murals and artwork on the 

walls of the Center.
Technology
• Adopt a Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) policy to govern how teens use technology in your center and the Club overall;
• If the Club has technology – computer labs, music studios, high speed internet access and musical instruments, then staff should work to ensure that clear policies are developed 

and enforced for their check-out and use.
• Technology is expensive. It can be a very effective tool to creating a “buzz” in certain atmospheres and making activities more convenient. However, there is also a way to lose 

your message with too much. Use technology in a way that supports the activities you incorporate, not in a way that is superfluous. Chances are, you don’t need a dozen large 
flat screens to have a good teen center. Using a moderate amount of technology smart and well is the best policy. But if there is an opportunity to use a TV to show content for 
talks, to show lyrics for songs, or even display announcements and act as digital signage, it may be a good idea.

• Creating “white box space” that can be manipulated to allow for art, dance, performance, team building activities, poetry and other experiences can be an important technique 
for maximizing limited space options.

• It’s important to ensure parking is adequate and safe to encourage teens who can self-transport.

Teen Center 
Room or Area

• A dedicated teen room or area that is assigned to 
teens that also serves younger age groups during 
other times of the day; 

• High retention teen programs separate middle 
school and high school members to ensure 
appropriate programming and positive and natural 
developmental space for both age levels, even in 
temporarily assigned space, similar to dedicated 
teen centers; 

• Teen spaces that are within larger contexts with 
younger members provide opportunities for teens 
to be tutors, mentors, room leaders and snack 
helpers, as shared spaces provide strong leadership 
opportunities for teens;

Look and Feel
• The aesthetics of the space will make teens feel welcomed or will turn them away. Ensure the aesthetics encourage teens to feel like they’re at their “home away 

from home.”
• Use theme to help create the desired look/feel of the teen space – the theme should be tied into programming.
• Regularly update the teen spaces to keep it fresh, allowing younger groups to define the look and feel of the space as a rite of passage as they get older.
• Give teens a budget and take them thrift shopping to buy new furniture and decorations.
• Email Craig’s List postings and see if people will donate their items to the Club in exchange for tax deductible forms.
• Great flooring can make or break a room. If the flooring is not something that can change, consider using rugs to change the aesthetic.
• Lighting is an extremely powerful way to change a room. Incorporate floor lamps and table lamps to create yellow light and home/comfort feel as a way of warming 

the environment for teens. Fluorescent lights create sanitized spaces that are cold and impersonal.
Sound
• The audio of a teen space can contribute to the ways teens engage with their space and with each other. Increasingly, teens can have a low tolerance for over-stimu-

lation, they type of sound can play an important role in creating a healthy atmosphere.
• Set the volume of the space with music if you can’t hear the music, the spatial volume is too loud for positive interactions; 
• Be attuned to how music and noise can impact moods. Video games and  music making noise at the same time can be disruptive.  
• Keep sounds diverse to appeal to all teens. Have teens make a teen center soundtrack with their favorite songs each week, Appoint a few teens to collect the songs 

and create the playlist. Once the playlist is approved, it will act as the running playlist for the teen center and teens can hear the songs they picked play helps with 
ownership and ensures everyone feels a sense of belonging.

Smell

• How a space smells will influence how teens engage with their space and with each other. If a place smells bad or weird, teens will find different spaces because they don’t 
want to be associated with the smell.

• Deep cleaning of teen spaces is critical. Clean furniture, carpets, etc. regularly. Do not use products that mask smells. 
• Know when it is time to retire furniture or replace equipment in the teen space to ensure the space is fresh and clean (teens will mimic this behavior and take better care of 

their space).

Walls

• The walls can be one of the teen space’s biggest opportunities to create meaning within their space. Showcase programming, calendars, recognition, motivation, etc., but keep 
it fresh  
and relevant.

• Hang relevant posters/announcements/signs on the wall with limited type, pictures or bold colors. Everything on the walls should be clean and laminated, not taped where the 
corners get turned up and ripped. Tape that is no longer in use should be removed from the walls.

• Put up program schedule and calendars  to ensure teens know what to expect and have a place in the teen space where they can count on finding information. 
• Place recognition of teens and their work prominently on the walls.
• All postings should be at eye-level of teens. This is especially important if sharing a Club with younger members, where things are hung lower. Make sure teen spaces look 

different.

Special Teen 
Hours of  

Operations

• Special hours of operation, where a room, or the 
entire Club is only available for teens. For example, 
during the Friday or Saturday evening for special 
events designed to serve teens exclusively.
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Appendix B: BGCA teen strategic plan theory of change

APPENDICES

Assumptions Inputs Activities Outputs Impact

Key insights powering our  
theory of change.

In order to accomplish our outcomes, we 
will need the following.

In order to address our problem, we will accomplish 
the following activities and produce the following 
evidence of service delivery.

The following  
outputs will result.

We expect that if accomplished, these activities 
will lead to the following measurable shifts in 
our primary impact area.

• We must prepare a new generation of 
diverse leaders for this country as a matter 
of national security

• Teen membership must be a board and 
CEO level priority

• Clubs must have a strategic plan to recruit, 
retain and engage teens at a high level

• BGCA must train unit directors, teen 
directors and front-line staff to plan for 
and work with teens

• BGCA must locally communicate the value 
proposition to teens 

• BGCA must keep constant attention on 
teens across our Movement

• BGCA must provide high-caliber, trip-driv-
ing youth-development programs

• BGCA must develop a national digital 
youth-development strategy to reach, 
retain and engage teens

• BGCA must develop a blended teen devel-
opment philosophy that is built on digital 
and traditional ways of engaging youth

• Teens members must serve as Club am-
bassadors and relay the value proposition 
of Clubs to their peers 

• BGCA must engage in  
national and local thought leadership 
to raise awareness of BGCA as a teen 
development organization

Strategy 1 
Strategic focus on  

growing teen  
membership and  
building strong  
teen capability 

BGCA leadership make a 
mission  

commitment  
to teens

• Every local board resolves to make teens a mission priority
• Develop and execute a qualified teen strategic plan
• Unit/teen directors participate in a local or virtual training 

program to support teen membership and youth development
• Provide teen membership and impact awards throughout the 

year at key regional and national events

2,300 teen serving  
Clubs operating under an 
organizational teen plan

1. 640,000 teen members served annually

2. 1.4 M BGCA youth are on track to graduate as 
measured by the NYOI

3. 80 percent of BGCA seniors have a plan for the 
future as measured by the NYOI

4. 80 percent of BGCA seniors are leadership ready as 
measured by the NYOI

5. 80 percent of BGCA seniors are college bound as 
measured by the NYOI

Develop local capabilities 
to support teens

• Develop new teen strategy toolkits, guides and resources
• Develop and optimize eight new teen training experiences
• Certify teen national training associates 
• Execute teen youth development conferences
• Execute teen strategic planning accelerator institutes

27,000 youth-development 
professionals trained in teen 
best practices

Strategy 2
New teen trip-driving 
programs to deliver 

an Optimal Club 
Experience

Develop a new generation 
of teen programs in 

line with the Integrated 
Leadership Development 

Framework (ILDF)

• Develop and launch new Youth of the Year 21st Century 
Leadership Program suite

• Develop and launch new Money Matters program extensions, 
financial literacy teen program

• Develop and launch new Lyricism 101, new teen hip-hop 
program

ILDF impacts 1.2M  
youth annually

• Higher Education Access and Partnership Initiative
• Scholarship Portal Project
• SAT Preparatory Program

• Develop and launch new workforce development initiative
• Develop and launch new career launch 2.0
• Identify 30 workforce  

development centers

Strategy 3

Establish a Digital 
Youth Development 
(DYD) Initiative to 
Drive Recruitment, 

Retention and Youth 
Development

Develop new digital 
youth development  

capabilities to recruit, 
retain and engage teens

• Scale BGCA digital platform - My.Future to 2,000 Clubs
• Identify and ready 50 DYD Pilot sites in 2016
• Scale bring your own device policy across movement
• Train BGCA staff in DYD annually
• Develop DYD digital safety educational game

1,500 DYD trained Club 
leaders
3,000 DYD trained staff
2,500 My.Future sites

Strategy 4

Outreach, Branding, 
Marketing to, and  

with teens

Elevate BGCA member 
teens to serve as  

peer-to-peer
 membership  
and outreach  
ambassadors

• Keystone program to focus on teen membership and 
outreach

• Recruit and train 1,000 Club teens to serve as teen 
outreach ambassadors annually

• Annually execute We Own Fridays teen membership and 
outreach recruitment events

• Host BGCA Week teen membership push periods  
in schools

• Create teen youth development app for staff
• Create teen outreach recruitment and strategy guide

2,000 teen ambassadors 
annually

12,000 users of the Teen 
Youth Development App

2,700 Clubs use teen 
outreach and strategy guide 
annually

Strategy 5

New Strategic 
Partnerships to Drive 

Teen Membership 
and Engagement

Build strategic  
partnerships  

to drive teen membership 
growth and engagement

• Qualify three strategic partnership nationally to  
determine the feasibility of building a new growth- 
centered relationship to drive teen membership

• Develop 50 new school district partnerships every year, 
with a focus on middle and high school Club openings

• Establish 20 higher education partnerships to drive 
college access each year

150 new middle and high 
school teen serving sites

60 new higher education 
partnerships
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1 A Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) sponsored 
Independent Task Force report on U.S. Education 
Reform and National Security co-chaired by Joel I. 
Klein, former head of New York City public schools, and 
Boys & Girls Clubs of America Governor and former 
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice.

2 The term “LGBTQ” (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
and questioning) combines numerous different sexuality-
based identity groups into an aggregate group that 
defines sexuality in ways that depart from what many 
have considered to be long-held heteronormative 
notions of gender and sexual identity (NLGJA Stylebook 
Supplement, 2010 as quoted by Williams, 2013).

3 Source: Pew Institute.  http://www.pewresearch.org/
fact-tank/2015/04/08/reflecting-a-racial-shift-78-
counties-turned-majority-minority-since-2000/#table

4 The term Boys and Males of Color is used in this context 
to refer to African American, Latino Hispanic, Native 
American, and South East Asian males under the age  
of 21.

5 Boys & Girls Clubs of America operates in each of the 
100 most disconnected markets in the United States, 
serving more than 500,000 youth through a network of 
172 Boys & Girls Clubs organizations located in each of 
these communities.

6 Boys & Girls Clubs of America (BGCA) (2014) 
implemented the Kidtech Refresh Research Project 
with Price Waterhouse Coopers to understand how 
Club youth and Boys & Girls Clubs youth development 
professionals, engaged with technology in the Club 
and in their overall lives.  2700 member surveys and 
340 staff surveys were collected from a representative 
sample of Clubs from across the BGCA network.

7 Mimms, C. (2017, February 20). For Generation Z, ‘Live 
Chilling’ Replaces Hanging Out in Person. Wall Street 
Journal. Retrieved from https://www.wsj.com/articles/
for-generation-z-live-chilling-replaces-hanging-out-in-
person-1487519134?mod=e2fb Downloaded March 6, 
2017.

8 Common Sense Census: Media Use by Tweens and 
Teens, found that race, class and gender all play a role 
in how kids are likely to consume media. The report 
notes that low-income youth are far less likely to have 
access to computers, tablets and smartphones than 
their wealthier peers. Yet they are more likely to spend 
time on their devices than kids from more affluent 
families.

9 Vine is a short-form video sharing service where users 
can share six-second-long looping video clips. The 
service was founded in June 2012, and American 
microblogging website Twitter acquired it in October 
2012, just before its official launch.

10 For more information on the emergence of hip-hop as 
the world’s number one genre of music please see 
http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/news/2015/
hip-hop-nation-how-the-genre-is-turning-up-in-2015.html,  
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/
music/news/hip-hop-is-the-most-listened-to-genre-
in-the-world-according-to-spotify-analysis-of-20-
billion-10388091.html, and BGCA’s – 2015 National 
Keystone Teen Report. 

11 http://www.readypulse.com/create-a-successful-brand-
ambassador-program-10-questions-every-marketer-
must-answer/ Downloaded April 5, 2016.

12 Definition was taken from https://www.stopbullying.gov/
cyberbullying/what-is-it/ downloaded on April 5, 2016.

13 PPV, Making Every Day Count
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