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Abstract

Developmentally nurturant relationships are fundamental to enabling children to thrive across contexts,
including homes, schools, and communities. Such relationships are also a central feature of effective positive
youth development (PYD) programming. As strengths-based PYD programs are increasingly being
adopted in majority-world countries, a better understanding of how to foster and promote developmentally
nurturant relationships is needed. As part of the Thanda Study of Character and Health, we interviewed
15 program practitioners about their understandings of and approaches to fostering developmentally
nurturant relationships with children enrolled in Thanda programs in rural KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa.
Phenomenological analysis indicated that practitioners’ understanding of and approaches to fostering
developmentally nurturant relationships align with the Big Three features of effective youth programming:
providing mentorship, life-skill-building activities, and opportunities to contribute and lead. Future
directions are discussed regarding exploring the broader impact of these relationships on the positive
development of young people in South Africa and other majority-world countries.

Keywords: developmentally nurturant relationships, positive youth development, Big Three, character
strengths, youth program practitioners, Thanda, South Africa
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Introduction

Strengths-based approaches to promoting positive youth development (PYD) are increasingly being
adopted globally (see Banati et al., 2024; Lerner et al., 2019, 2021; YouthPower Learning, 2017). Youth
programs aimed at promoting PYD typically involve several key features: (1) positive and sustained youth-
adult relationships; (2) curricular activities that build life skills; and (3) opportunities for youth to contribute
to and lead valued activities (Lerner, 2004; Tirrell et al., 2020, 2021). These features are termed the “Big
Three” features of effective youth-development-program curricula and, when offered in a safe space, are
purported to be effective in promoting PYD and thriving (Lerner, 2004; see also Eccles & Gootman, 2002;
Larson & Walker, 2010; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003).

To optimize program applications aimed at promoting PYD, descriptions and explanations of effective
program features, such as the Big Three, are needed. Presently, youth perspectives of the Big Three and
program safety are described in the literature (see Hay et al., 2024; Tirrell et al., 2020, 2021). Perspectives
of program practitioners, however, are less understood (Alberts et al., 2006; Hershberg et al., 2015; King et
al., 2005). Given that program practitioners comprise the adults with whom youth form developmentally
nurturant relationships—the first and, perhaps, most important of the Big Three features (see Bowers et
al., 2015; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2016; Theokas & Lerner, 2006)—descriptions of adult perspectives on
forming developmentally nurturant relationships with youth are important and need to be investigated. In
addition, whereas PYD has shaped youth programming globally, there have been relatively few studies on
the impacts of PYD programming in majority-world contexts (Alvarado et al., 2017; Chowa et al., 2023).

The present study contributes to filling this gap by situating program practitioners’ voices within the
broader PYD landscape to better understand how adults conceptualize and foster developmentally nurturant
relationships in a Majority-world context. We first frame PYD programs within contemporary models of
human development and describe the role of developmentally nurturant relationships in thriving. Next, we
introduce the programs of Thanda and describe the rural South African context in which Thanda operates.
We then present findings from a phenomenological qualitative study with Thanda practitioners, as part of
the broader Thanda Study of Character and Health, to describe program practitioners’ understandings of
and approaches to fostering developmentally nurturant relationships with youth.

The Role of Developmentally Nurturant Relationships

Development occurs through relationships—that is, development is instantiated through mutually
influential relations between individuals and contexts (Cantor et al., 2021; Nucci, 2024; Overton, 2015) and
among individuals across contexts (Lerner & Callina, 2014). Contemporary models of human development,
framed by relational developmental systems (RDS) metatheory, emphasize that the fundamental process of
development involves systematic, holistic, integrated, embodied, and mutually influential relations across
the life span (Overton, 2015), often represented as individual « context relations (e.g., Cantor et al., 2021;
see also Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Positive development and thriving are therefore said to occur
when those relations are mutually beneficial, supporting the positive development of both individual and
context (e.g., Gottlieb, 1998; Johanson & Edey, 1981; Tobach & Schnierla, 1968).

Given that the contexts in which an individual develops are comprised of other individuals in their
social world, thriving can further be described as occurring when individual « individual relationships
are mutually beneficial —that is, developmentally nurturant (e.g., Bornstein, 2015; Bornstein et al., 2022;
Cantor & Osher, 2021; Cantor et al., 2021; Lerner, 2024; Lerner & Callina, 2014; Lerner et al., 2025;
Tirrell et al., 2023). Whereas such models emphasize the mutuality of benefits within individual
individual relationships, the present study is intentionally focused on how practitioners describe fostering
developmentally nurturant relationships in support of youth thriving.
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Indeed, developmentally nurturant relationships are the foundation of RDS-based theories and models
of human development and of healthy thriving across the lifespan (Lerner, 2018a, 2018b). Such theories
and models include those of Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006), regarding human development as being
nested within bioecological systems; those of Raeft (2016, 2020), regarding the development of complex
human cognitive, affective, and cultural systems; and those of Fischer and colleagues (see Mascolo & Biddell,
2020; Mascolo & Fischer, 2015), regarding dynamic skills development, cognition, and holistic learning.
Nurturant relationships are also linked to the healthy development and evolution of all biological life, as
evidenced by social genomics and the epigenetic changes that occur across development as individuals and
contexts coact (Cole, 2014; Slavich & Cole, 2013; see also Jablonka & Lamb, 2005; Johanson & Edey, 1981;
Tobach & Schneirla, 1968; Witherington & Lickliter, 2016).

Taken together, within dynamic, RDS-based theories and models, developmentally nurturant
relationships are necessary for healthy development and thriving. Whereas parents and parent-child
relationships serve as important developmental assets in the positive development of children (e.g., Flouri
& Buchanan, 2004; Laursen & Collins, 2009; Lewin-Bizan et al., 2010), support from non-parental adults,
such as teachers and mentors, also promotes PYD (Bowers et al., 2012; Rhodes & Lowe, 2009). Important
non-parental adults are typically the role models and advocates in contexts that are meaningful to youth,
such as out-of-school time programming (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine,
2025). As such, these relationships may act as developmental assets that support PYD outcomes (Benson
et al., 2006; Bowers et al., 2012).

The presence and characteristics of youth relationships with non-parental adult figures have been
associated with a variety of behavioral, socioemotional, and psychological outcomes during adolescence
(Bowers et al., 2012; Dubois & Silverthorn, 2005a, 2005b; Greenberger et al., 1998; Zimmerman et al.,
2002). For instance, youth who have positive relationships with non-parental adult mentors, compared
to peers without such mentorship, report heightened self-esteem and life satisfaction, greater levels of
physical activity, reduced problem behavior (e.g., risk-taking, gang membership) (Dubois & Silverthorn,
2005a, 2005b), and positive outcomes related to education (e.g., more positive attitudes toward school)
(Zimmerman et al., 2002). Positive relationships with nonparental-adult mentors have also been linked
with skill growth and character strengths, including increased confidence and empathy (Lunsford, 2016)
as well as feelings of belonging and trust in others (Cooper & Miness, 2014). Given that such relationships
are a central feature of effective PYD programs, as described by the Big Three (Lerner, 2004; Tirrell et al.,
2020, 2021), researchers and practitioners have an interest in understanding and promoting them.

A majority of research around effective youth programminghasbeen conducted with U.S.-based samples.
Less is known about how these findings apply to Majority-world countries such as South Africa (Page et
al., 2023). However, the few studies that have focused on the impact of youth development programming
in South Africa have pointed to the importance of developmentally nurturant child-adult relationships in
youth thriving and emphasized additional components of the Big Three, as well as safety. For instance, for
youth in a South African after-school soccer program, the primary factor contributing to their perceived
improved self-efficacy and agency was their sense that they were part of a “family;” participants expressed
that they felt like they “belonged;” and indicated that feelings of safety in the program contributed to this
sense of belonging (Draper & Coalter, 2016). In addition, a meta-analysis of youth development programs
focused on female empowerment, located in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, found that the activities
in the programs strengthened adolescents’ psychosocial well-being by increasing their self-esteem, and
pointed to the importance of life-skill-building activities (Marcus et al., 2017). Furthermore, several
programs enhanced girls’ leadership skills, promoted their civic and political engagement, and supported
their connections with nurturant adults in their community (see Udeh et al., 2023).
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Thanda and the South Africa Context

One program operating in the majority world focused on fostering developmentally nurturant youth-
adult relationships to promote PYD is Thanda in South Africa. Founded in 2008, Thanda (which means
“to love” in Zulu) is a non-profit community-based organization that aims to promote character strengths
including curiosity and generosity and to foster resilience, agency, and a sense of belonging among youth
(Thanda, n.d.a). Thanda works in the Umzumbe Municipality, a historically underserved, rural area in
KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, where poverty is extreme. The average annual household income is R14,600
(about USD $805) and, according to the last census, the employment rate is 14.1% (Statistics South Africa,
2011, 2016).

Some conditions have improved in the area in recent years——for instance, 95.2% of households now
have electricity for lighting (up from 73.2% in 2016 and 49.0% in 2011— Municipalities of South Africa,
n.d.; Statistics South Africa, 2011, 2016). However, 12.4% have no access to tap water (Statistics South
Africa, 2022). Furthermore, many children have limited access to early education and face both nutritional
and health challenges. Less than 16% of children under age 5 have access to early learning opportunities,
and nearly 29% of children suffer from stunting. In regard to child rearing, approximately 40% of children
are raised by a grandparent (Hall et al., 2016).

Poverty-related challenges (e.g., poor nutrition and limited access to healthcare and quality
education) also negatively affect children’s social and emotional development and health (Evans & Kim,
2007; Lupien et al., 2001). Poverty is associated with heightened stress in parents as they seek to protect and
provide for their children, which increases the likelihood of emotionally distant and inconsistent parenting
practices (Ritchie & Holden, 1998). Thanda leadership describes the distant and uninvolved parenting in
their community as “despondent parenting,” which leads to hopelessness and a sense of failure among
youth (Thanda, 2021). Furthermore, children are taught to repress their emotions and are socialized to
think their opinions are not welcomed or considered, which further contributes to a “failure to thrive,”
both physically and emotionally (Thanda, 2021).

In alignment with a systems-based approach to youth development, Thanda aims to build safer, more
resilient communities for children across individuals, households, and communities. Thanda offers three
initiatives: (1) Early Childhood Development; (2) Child and Youth Development—-the focus of this article——
which entails after-school (AS) programming; and (3) Food Insecurity and Economic Development
(Thanda, n.d.b). Thanda has also developed neighborhood learning circles, where entire communities
gather to participate in child development workshops, and a Home Visiting program, where staft visit
families at their homes to promote positive parenting. Thanda’s AS programming offers a curriculum
focused on foundational skills (e.g., numeracy, literacy) and life skills (e.g., mastery, confidence) fostered
through games, art, group discussions, and projects (Thanda, n.d.a). Specific program offerings include,
for instance, those that focus on cultivating children’s confidence (termed “Siyazi,” or “To Know Yourself™);
boys’ and girls’ leadership programs that emphasize solidarity, community responsibility, and agency; and
a program that covers topics such as gender stereotypes, puberty, and safety (Thanda, n.d.a).

Thanda’s AS programming is based on the character strengths constituting the philosophy of Ubuntu, the
sub-Saharan African principle that emphasizes interconnectedness, interdependence, and shared humanity
(“T am because we are”)—values that have eroded in the area due to Westernization and urbanization (e.g.,
Makhonza et al., 2019; Patel et al., 2024). The character strengths at the core of Thanda’s AS programs
include generosity and curiosity. Thanda believes that, through nurturing and loving relationships with
program practitioners, fostering these strengths reduces the psychological and physical stress on children
and allows for the development of skills that enhance their well-being and health (Thanda, n.d.a).
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The Present Study

Based on Thandas AS programming, we sought to better understand the role of developmentally
nurturant youth-adult relationships in promoting PYD. By developing a descriptive system regarding adult
understandings of and approaches to fostering these relationships, one that included the perceived links
of these relationships to well-being and thriving, we might contribute to future research seeking to explain
the role of such relationships in PYD. Such work may also support future applications seeking to optimize
PYD. Taken together, we recognize both theoretical value and potential applied significance in exploring
the lived experiences of PYD program practitioners in fostering developmentally nurturant relationships
with youth. We therefore examined the perceptions of Thanda program practitioners using a qualitative,
phenomenological approach (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).

Method

The goal of the present research was, first, to describe adult program practitioner understandings of
and approaches to fostering developmentally nurturant relationships with youth and, second, to illuminate
the role of those relationships in promoting PYD and thriving. Consistent with RDS-based models of
PYD, developmentally nurturant relationships between adults and youth are a key feature of effective PYD
programs (Lerner, 2004, 2018a; Tirrell et al., 2020, 2021) and such relationships enable youth to feel that
they matter and that they are known and loved; such feelings are linked to thriving (Tirrell et al., 2023).
We conducted qualitative interviews with Thanda program practitioners to better understand the role of
nurturant relationships in the lives of Thanda-enrolled children. More specifically, we examined the degree
to which Thanda practitioners believe relationships between practitioners and youth impact the positive
development of youth at Thanda, including character strengths development, with a focus on curiosity and
generosity.

Participants

We interviewed 15 adults working as program practitioners at Thanda (M, = 47.73, SD_ = 7.47).
We used a criterion, purposive sampling strategy (Miles & Huberman, 1994) given our focus on adults
involved in developmentally nurturant relationships with youth. Those selected to participate in the
interviews included practitioners who were at least 18 years old, spoke English, and had more than one
year of experience in a youth-facing role at Thanda. Recruitment involved Thanda leadership nominating
practitioners and inviting them to participate. The Thanda leadership team, comprised of two females
and one male, included the Executive Director and Co-Founder of Thanda, the Head of Programs and
Community Engagement, and the Head of Program Evaluation.

In regard to the nomination process, Thanda leadership reviewed employment records to identify
staff members meeting eligibility criteria and who demonstrated strong engagement in direct work with
children. Approximately 105 staff members were employed at Thanda during the time of data collection, of
whom 25 were youth-facing staff and 15 met the eligibility criteria; all 15 were invited to participate and all
agreed. The majority were women (n = 13), reflecting the broader gender composition of Thanda’s youth-
facing staff. Practitioners’ average tenure at Thanda was 6.29 years.

Members of the research team developed a semi-structured interview protocol (see Appendix for the
protocol and question set). The protocol focused on developmentally nurturant relationships between
Thanda practitioners and youth, with emphases on the ways Thanda practitioners believe that they foster
developmentally nurturant relationships; the perceived impact of child-practitioner relationships on
youth; how Thanda practitioners cultivate character strengths such as generosity and curiosity in their
relationships; and the ways Thanda youth differ from those not enrolled in Thanda.
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Procedure

Ethics review approval to conduct this research was granted by the researchers’” university Institutional
Review Board and from the South African Research Ethics Committee. Interviews were conducted in
January 2024 at the Thanda AS program center, located in the Umzumbe Municipality of KwaZulu-
Natal, South Africa, and were led by two members of the research team. The research team members
interviewed participants in a Thanda meeting room where privacy was assured. Participants had the option
to not respond to any question and/or to end the interview at any time. All interviews were conducted
in English and lasted 17-57 minutes (M, , = 32:22, SD, , = 12:59). Interviews were recorded, and each
recording was transcribed for data analysis. Given that Thanda leadership agreed that interviews could be
conducted during practitioners’ working hours and count toward their working time, participants were not

compensated financially. Snacks and drinks were offered during each interview.
Data Analysis

Interviews were coded in NVivo 14 by four researchers using conventional content analysis for
phenomenological inquiry (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The coding team inductively
coded three transcripts independently. Themes were collectively decided, using participants’ own words/
phrasings, to establish a codebook. Using the codebook, two of the researchers coded all the transcripts
independently. The two researchers met regularly to modify the codebook as necessary. At the conclusion of
coding, the researchers compared codes, resolved discrepancies, and established 100% inter-rater agreement.

Methodological Integrity

In keeping with recommendations for methodological integrity and transparency (Levitt et al., 2018),
we outline the research team’s background and assumptions and how they were considered and addressed
during the study. Interviews were conducted by two senior members of the research team, both of whom
have, together, nearly three decades of experience conducting applied research on PYD. Both had previously
traveled to South Africa to learn about the local context and build the Thanda partnership over three
years—experiences that informed the development of the semi-structured interview protocol.

At the same time, the research team recognized that their expertise could introduce interpretive
assumptions about features of developmentally nurturant relationships related to PYD models. To address
these assumptions, analytic discussions emphasized grounding interpretations in participants’ language
and lived experiences rather than theoretical expectations. For example, when codes reflected constructs
drawn from PYD literature (e.g., “caring” [Lerner et al., 2005]), the team revisited transcripts to ensure
alignment with participants’ phrasing (e.g., practitioners modeling “respect for others,” teaching children
to “care for” others).

Data analysis was led by four researchers, including one interviewer and three graduate students, two
of whom had also visited Thanda. The team engaged in iterative coding discussions to refine the codebook
and discuss how their backgrounds might shape interpretation. This process of ongoing reflexivity enabled
the team to surface and interrogate underlying assumptions, thereby strengthening the trustworthiness
and credibility of the findings (Rose & Johnson, 2020).

Results
Thanda practitioners shared how they understand and cultivate developmentally nurturant youth-adult

relationships, aligning specifically with the “positive and sustained adult-youth relationships” component of
the Big Three features of effective PYD programming. Within this theme, practitioners conveyed that they
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focused on relating to children (e.g., in a familial role; as a peer); modeling positive behavior; and listening
to, supporting, and guiding children. Additional features of effective PYD programing—contextual safety,
life-skill-building activities, and opportunities for contribution and leadership—emerged as key themes in
the interviews.

In presenting findings, it is important to acknowledge the methodological considerations involved
in their interpretation. To avoid creating a misleading impression of precision given the non-random,
purposive sample (Maxwell, 2010), we refrain from reporting whole numbers or percentages. Instead,
to provide a sense of internal generalizability, we describe findings as emerging from nearly all of the 15
participants (12 or more participants; 80-100% of the sample), most (8-11; about 53-73%), some (4-7;
about 27-47%), or a few (1-3; up to 20%). All names presented in the sections below are pseudonyms.

Positive and Sustained Youth-Adult Relationships

At Thanda, positive youth-adult relationships are central to fostering children’s growth, with
practitioners playing key roles in relating to children; serving as role models; and listening, supporting,
and guiding children.

Relating to Children

Nearly all practitioners discussed how they shape their behavior to meet the needs of children. For
example, practitioners adopt different roles in their relationships with children, influenced by the unique
socio-cultural context and the generational gaps present in many families. Some practitioners take on
familial roles, serving as figures of support and stability; as Buhle notes, “even though [children] have
the parents at home ... they need me as close as the parents” Other practitioners described themselves
as adopting more peer-like roles to build rapport with children, meeting children “on the same level” and
engaging with them in ways that reflect shared enthusiasm and energy. For example, Nolwazi noted:

Kids love someone with ... always high energy ... and also not having this thing of saying
Tm an adult’ ... When I'm with the kids, I just be the kid.

In addition, some Thanda practitioners reported that they aim to recognize and respond to the individual
needs and experiences of each child. For instance, Nofoto described how she may adjust classroom activities
to ensure children of different abilities feel included and supported:

Say, for instance, in class, the activity that they’re doing, they have to write, but I know that
Dumisani can’t write, so I need to understand how Dumisani ... writes for him to be able to
finish the activity and feel like he did the activity like everyone else.

Participants also emphasized how they must be attuned to children’s home and family lives and adjust the
way they engage with them accordingly. As an example, in the Thanda context, many children are raised
by their grandparents, who often “don’t have time to sit with [children], talk to them, and ... share with
them.” As such, practitioners work to recognize when certain children “need to share something, they need
supports” and seek to “open all those opportunities” for children.

Role Modeling

Role modeling emerged as an important component of positive youth-adult relationships between
Thanda practitioners and children. Nearly all practitioners described how their attitudes and behavior serve
as a guide for children, offering both practical lessons and emotional support. For instance, in describing
what it means for children to have a nurturant relationship with an adult, Ayize noted:
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I think what it means for kids is like having somebody to look up to. It’s giving them that
safe space, knowing that I have somebody to approach. If [they] have any issues, they feel
free to talk about things that they are coming across in their daily lives. You know, having
that somebody to look up to, somebody who's older than me, who has gone through what
you are going through at the moment.

Here, practitioners linked openness in communication with their role-modeling function, positioning
themselves as guides.

Respect for others was another key value emphasized through role modeling. Thanda practitioners
were mindful that their own relationships—with colleagues, with the community, and with children—are
observed and internalized. As Jabulie described,

The way that we talk is the way that children see, so we make sure that everything we do is
about respect—respecting ourselves, respecting the community, and respecting the kids.

Kgabu discussed the importance of respecting childrens thoughts and opinions just as they hope that
children, in turn, respect their ideas:

I take their opinions, too, as I want them to take my opinion. If I don't take their opinion, I
don’t think they will act as if they’re taking my opinion. But we know that they won’t take it;
they won't respect it as much as if I was listening to them and respecting them.

Along with modeling how to listen to others and listening to children in general, supporting and guiding
them arose as a prominent sub-theme of positive and sustained youth-adult relationships.

Listening, Supporting, and Guiding

When discussing developmentally nurturant relationships, the sub-theme of listening, supporting, and
guiding emerged among all participants. In listening to children, Thanda practitioners explained how they
seek to be present and available for children. Practitioners again emphasized childrens desire to share
openly; however, under this theme, the emphasis was on being present and validating their voices, rather
than on role modeling. As Lerato described:

Every child will want you to listen to them. So, you have to be a listener most of the time. If
she comes or he comes and tell a story and tell you, “This is what happened, this is how I feel
today; youd be like, ‘oh, okay, really? How did you feel? How are you feeling now?’ So they
just want us to ... listen to them.

Ayanda underscored the importance of practitioners listening to children in the context of cultural norms
that diminish children’s thoughts and opinions: “Mostly in our society, kids are not being heard—I mean,
yeah, as much as they're still kids, but they are human, they do have something to say.” Thus, practitioners
again emphasized children’s desire to share openly; and, again, there was an emphasis on being present and
validating youth voices, rather than on role modeling.

Support is an integral component of positive youth-adult relationships, particularly for children
who may lack such support at home. For many children, parents may be “lacking parenting skills” and
grandparents “don’t have that time to comfort them.” As Buhle elaborated, “[grannies] don’t have this time
to sit with them, talk to them. ... So I make sure [to] ... open all those opportunities” Philani noted that
the support they provide to children is particularly important for those children raised in abusive homes.
He described how they have been able to try to cultivate a healthier home environment by way of the Home
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Visiting program; through practitioners’ close engagement with parents, children feel “supported” and
“protected.”

For practitioners, the key to guidance is not providing youth with explicit instructions or orders, but
creating a space for them to explore, consider possible outcomes, and problem solve. Nofoto explained:

Guiding them is more of asking a lot of questions so that they can be able to kind of find
answers on their own. ... It's more like finding the answers for themselves but giving them
different types of options.

Similarly, Inyoni emphasized that part of the guidance that practitioners provide entails offering children
“a space to explore” and encouraging them to “look at their problem ... their way of doing things, and then
come up with their own strategies.”

Program Safety

For children to feel heard, supported, and encouraged to find their own solutions to challenges, all
participating Thanda practitioners discussed the importance of cultivating a safe space. Within this theme,
sub-themes emerged pertaining to creating a sense of belonging as well as a space in which children can
participate in open and honest conversations.

Sense of Belonging

In reflecting on their relationships with children at Thanda, nearly all participants framed Thanda
as a place of belonging, describing how Thanda can be a “second home” and a place that children can
take “ownership of” Indeed, Buhle noted that having “good relationships” with the children was rooted in
“mak[ing] sure they feel at home.” Other practitioners similarly described how they establish Thanda as a
place children can call their own. Isisa explained that, on the very first day of each new year, practitioners
teach children a lesson on belonging. As a part of this lesson, the children collectively create “a room for
everybody to belong” by each painting their initials on the wall. Similarly, Inyoni explained how, as a group,
children in the Thanda program create class “agreements” about “how they want to be treated” and “how
they all have a right to state whatever they feel.” Generating and holding one another accountable to these
communal agreements allows the children to “take ownership of the program.” These perspectives convey
the value and effort Thanda practitioners put forth in working jointly with the children to co-create a space
of belonging.

For Thanda practitioners, part of creating an environment that can act as a second home is providing a
space where children are shown love every day, and by multiple people. For example, participants discussed
how they aim to make children understand that “everyone” at Thanda is there to help and support them,
not just their peers and immediate program practitioners. Liyana described how she will take the children
“to greet all those who are in the kitchen” to highlight all the people at Thanda caring for them. She also
explained how Thanda practitioners routinely try to show children love:

The adults have to make sure that the child is safe every time. Show love. Beautiful thing.
... And the child life to be touched every time. If you came next to the child and say ‘hi, the
child can see that, ‘oh, this one loves me’

As Mhabi summarized, in experiencing developmentally nurturant relationships, children “feel loved ...
like they belong ... and free, in a way” due to practitioners “protecting them and making sure they’re safe
and giving them love.” Such a space provides opportunities for youth to talk and share openly with adults
within the Thanda program.
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Open Conversations

As noted, listening to children and valuing their opinions is an important part of how Thanda staff
understand developmentally nurturant relationships. Relatedly, for nearly all Thanda practitioners,
creating a safe space was inextricable from what one participant identified as a key element of nurturant
relationships: “communicating freely” Thanda practitioners noted that by being “warm” and “welcoming,”
the children are “not afraid” of the practitioners. Instead, the practitioners are people the children “can
come to when they are down.” At Thanda, practitioners act as outlets for children to “express themselves
without being expected to be judged or without ... fear that ‘what if I say this?” In talking about having
open conversations with children, Ayanda shared:

They are not scared of [me], which is very important, because, in schools, when we were
growing up, we used to be scared of most of the teachers and the teacher would be happy
about that like, ‘the kids are in line’ ... But that doesn’t help the child. Because the child is
not open with you. The child doesn’t feel comfortable around you.

These youth-adult relationships stand in contrast to the above-noted socio-cultural norms within their
community that can limit children’s opportunities to engage in conversations with adults.

This point reflects a broader culture of little transparency between children and adults. For instance,
Philani explained, “in the Black community, you are not allowed to ask questions [to] adults” Inyoni
similarly shared, “within our culture ... there are things that the kids can share with adults and there are
things that they can only share with their peers” However, she went on to say that, at Thanda, children “can
share anything they want to share,” and, in doing so, “break this kind of ... generational thing.” Put simply,
Thanda practitioners push back against cultural norms and seek to create a space for open and honest
conversations between adults and children.

Children’s access to trusted adults for safe discussions is further limited by common familial structures
within Thanda’s rural community. Kgabu, a facilitator of one of Thanda’s Boy’s Leadership programs, shared
that many of the boys at Thanda do not have father figures within their households and thus turn to Thanda
practitioners:

They come here; they get to speak with us. They can ask us anything they want. It’s
confidential too.... For them, it’s so hard to, like, talk about the boys’ stuff with their parents,
like their moms. So, some of the questions, they just come and ask us.

Other participants similarly described how confidentiality and trust help create a space in which children
feel free to speak openly, particularly in regard to subject matters that they may not be able to share with
other adults in their lives. As Lerato discussed, “They can say even like they are having troubles. They’re
failing at school. ... We [Thanda practitioners] are the ones that they’re free to share those things with.”
Thus, confidentially and trust help ensure that Thanda children can safely engage in open conversations
with Thanda practitioners, allowing practitioners to act as resources for information children may not
otherwise be able to glean from other adults.

Life-Skill-Building Activities and Opportunities for Contribution and Leadership
We asked practitioners to reflect on how their relationships with children at Thanda foster curiosity
and generosity: core life skills and character strengths that Thanda intentionally seeks to promote among

the children they serve. Practitioners noted differences between Thanda and non-Thanda youth regarding
these core skills and additional skills, the most notable of which was self-esteem. Practitioners were also
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asked to reflect on how the positive relationships afforded to youth at Thanda may contribute to differences
between Thanda children and non-Thanda children.

Curiosity

Nearly all participants shared the ways in which their relationships with youth may foster curiosity.
Most program practitioners described seeking to promote curiosity by creating a space where children feel
free to ask questions, and practitioners encourage them to do so. Practitioners also described openness
as integral to fostering curiosity. As Lerato noted: “You're allowed to ask any question that you want to
ask. So that’s the most important thing that we do. We allow kids to talk” Practitioners also observed that
Thanda children demonstrate a strong sense of agency in seeking knowledge, particularly compared to
non-Thanda-enrolled children. As Nofoto observed:

In a normal neighborhood, if you put something unusual in a room, nobody would touch
it. But the Thanda kids would take it, flip it, put it upside down, eager to learn.

A few participants noted that children at Thanda have an expanded view of the world and, thus, are
more curious about new possibilities, especially compared to non-Thanda children. For example, one
participant noted that Thanda children are “open-minded” because practitioners encourage children to
ask questions and guide them in reaching their own conclusions—an approach to learning that “is very
different from [the local] education system.” Amahle shared that non-Thanda children often base their
career aspirations on what they observe in their immediate surroundings: “they are stuck on what they
know, what is happening in the community, like police, nurses. They don’t know about the other careers.”
Amahle also described shifts in children’s goals and ambitions over time:

When I'm going back to that kid and ask kids what you want to become in future, now they
want to be an environmental scientist. They want to be a scientist. So, they [are] learning
at Thanda, they are growing. So, I think those strategies we are using ... make them [have]
curiosity ... think out of the box.

Self-Esteem

Most participants also highlighted self-esteem as a skill children cultivate through their participation
in Thanda. It is important to note that in discussions about self-esteem, Thanda practitioners linked this
skill to children talking openly at Thanda in addition to children being encouraged to ask questions. Nandi
reflected, “At Thanda, I think they boost the children’s self-esteem and ... [the children have the] ability to
ask questions and not be scared of asking questions.” Philani expressed:

In the past, our parents were not allowed to even go to Grade 3. When you are able to write,
then your parents would say, ‘Okay, stop. Now we must go and marry someone who must
go to work; or stuft like that—today, kids, with the parent that they have. But now, since
they joined Thanda ... they ask questions of their parents ... compared to those who are
not attending Thanda. ... This is why they have a high self-esteem. They ask questions a lot.

This bolstering of self-esteem, particularly as it relates to asking questions, contrasts with how children are
seen within the community context.

Practitioners indicated how children’s high self-esteem can conflict with the ways the community
believes children should behave. Participants explained how, outside of Thanda, community members
perceive Thanda-enrolled children’s high self-esteem as a form of disrespect. As Liyane indicated, Thanda
practitioners are teaching children “to speak for themselves,” but the surrounding community members
“don’t understand, they just say the Thanda kids are disrespecting. They are talking too much.” Thanda
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children are empowered to speak up, ask questions, and share their thoughts. However, this behavior does
not align with long-standing contextual expectations of children within the community and thus can be
perceived as negative.

Generosity

Nearly all participants discussed how they seek to cultivate generosity, for instance, by fostering
empathy, inclusion, and connections with peers as well as tasking children with responsibilities, opening
opportunities for youth leadership. Regarding the former, Inyoni recounted how a group of children
at Thanda experienced in athletics struggled to engage with a group of visiting children who were less
experienced, which prompted a class discussion about the importance of empathy. She encouraged children
to “put [their] shoes into that other person’s shoe.” In regard to inclusion, Inyoni also discussed how she
seeks to “give each [child] a chance to share what they want to share” during class so that others “know and
understand that we come from different places and also think differently” Ayanda shared how practitioners
facilitate peer connections by encouraging children to form friendships through classroom activities, such
as making friendship bracelets and supporting each other (e.g., cheering each other after presentations,
engaging in small group activities).

Some Thanda practitioners also discussed how they seek to teach children about the importance of
responsibility by encouraging children to care of their younger peers. For example, Kgabu noted how
within the Boys Leadership Program, the older boys are responsible for taking care of the younger boys:

I can say because, with boys, we tend to make them be the ones who take care. Like the
older boys, for instance, like Grade 9s and 10s, they are the ones who take care of the Grade
6. They cook for them, they fry for them, and then they wash dishes the following day for
them. So now these young boys can see that, ‘oh, this is good, you know? ‘I love this. I love
being treated this way. So now when they come to Grade 8 and 9, they now know their
responsibilities to take care of your young ones.

Similarly, Nandi noted how she encourages children to care for each other regardless of age: “by being
caring ... whether the other child is younger or older than you, whenever something bad happens to them,
you must show that you’re sorry”

Taken together, Thanda practitioners described promoting life skills that not only fostered children’s
development but also instilled a sense of responsibility to and for others. Practitioners reinforced these
skills among Thanda-enrolled children by curating opportunities for them to contribute to and lead valued
program activities.

Discussion

Thanda takes a strengths-based, PYD approach in seeking to promote the health, well-being, and
thriving of youth. In the present study, we sought to illuminate program practitioners’ perspectives
regarding fostering developmentally nurturant adult-youth relationships—the first of the Big Three features
of effective PYD programs. Practitioners’ perspectives further highlighted the connection between these
relationships and the other Big Three features, such as program safety, life-skill-building activities, and
opportunities for contribution and leadership (Lerner, 2004; Tirrell et al., 2020, 2021).

Regarding positive and sustained youth-adult relationships, findings underscore the important role of
such relationships for both adults and children. Program practitioners serve as listeners and role models,
creating an environment where they hope to help children feel valued and supported. In addition to
offering emotional guidance, practitioners help children navigate challenges by encouraging problem-
solving and autonomy rather than providing direct solutions. Practitioners also recognize the importance
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of adaptability in their relationships, taking on familial or peer-like roles based on children’s needs while
maintaining program structure and expectations.

Findings highlight the role of program practitioners in creating a safe space for this development to
unfold. Thanda practitioners discussed how they work to ensure the psychological and social-relational
safety of children at Thanda such that children can be open and honest with them, marking what they
described as a critical component of developmentally nurturant relationships. Practitioners described
Thanda as a “second home,” where children feel a sense of belonging, mattering, and acceptance, aligning
with research emphasizing the importance of safe spaces in promoting youth engagement and well-being
(Eccles & Gootman, 2002).

Importantly, the safe environment at Thanda contrasts with broader cultural norms that may discourage
open communication between children and adults. Participants noted that children often face barriers to
expressing themselves freely at home or in school due to hierarchical relationships and cultural expectations
around adult authority. Thandas approach challenges these norms by fostering open, judgment-free
conversations. The closeness and acceptance that participants described in their relationships with youth
align with research identifying such relationships with nonparental adults as being linked to positive youth
outcomes, such as higher educational attainment, well-being, and self-esteem (Dubois & Silverthorn,
2005a, 2005b; Greenberger et al., 1998).

Regarding opportunities for life-skill-building activities, Thanda practitioners’ relationships with
children contribute to the promotion of skills and character strengths—notably, curiosity, generosity, and
self-esteem. Practitioners described creating an environment where children feel free and encouraged to
ask questions and explore their surroundings. Compared to their non-Thanda peers, children in Thanda
programs were described as more inquisitive and exhibiting a greater openness to new possibilities,
such as diverse career aspirations, which aligns with literature pointing to expanded worldviews in the
context of healthy and positive relationships between youth and adults outside of their families (Scales
& Roehlkepartain, 2018). Participants also noted that they seek to cultivate children’s self-esteem by
empowering them to express themselves, which, as noted previously, conflicts with broader societal norms
around youth voicing their opinions.

Practitioners also described hoping to foster generosity by promoting empathy, inclusion, and
connections with peers. They encourage children to support one another and develop a sense of care for
their peers (e.g., through structured activities such as the Boys Leadership Program). In the context of
the Big Three, the theme of generosity was therefore described as both a life skill and as an opportunity
to contribute to and lead valued activities. Practitioners discussed how they ask children within Thanda,
particularly those enrolled in leadership programming, to take on the responsibility of looking after
younger children. Research in the United States similarly highlights youth working with younger peers
as an important component of PYD programming that facilitates the development of skills pertinent to
leadership, such as responsibility (Bates et al., 2020).

Taken together, findings suggest that practitioners cultivate developmentally nurturant relationships
that create opportunities for children to renegotiate socio-cultural expectations around authority, voice,
and self-expression in ways that remain grounded in Ubuntu values of relational care. In South African
contexts, hierarchical intergenerational relationships, which are often viewed by older generations as a
“pillar of traditional African social relations,” can limit youth agency (Campbell, 1994, p. 37). By working
to foster confidence, empathy, and leadership through their relationships with youth, practitioners create
spaces for youth to challenge these expectations in ways that remain grounded in the African philosophy
of Ubuntu, which emphasizes interconnectedness and mutual responsibility (Makhonza et al., 2019; Patel
et al., 2024). Such an approach, aligning with cultural values of relational care, point to potential pathways
for supporting both individual and collective youth thriving.
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Limitations and Future Directions

The present study is not without limitations, particularly regarding sampling and data collection
procedures. The use of a small (N = 15) and purposive, nonrandom sample that was predominately female
(83%) limits the generalizability of the findings. For instance, with respect to gender, the themes that
arose in the interviews may reflect the largely female sample. In the youth-adult mentorship literature,
two different types of mentoring have been identified: psychosocial and instrumental (Flaxman et al.,
1998). Instrumental mentoring is often problem-focused; that is, the mentor helps the mentee solve a
specific problem. Psychosocial mentoring, by contrast, is more process-based compared to problem-based,
and focuses on the interpersonal relationship between mentor and mentee. Research on mentoring in
the workplace indicates that male mentors tend to provide more instrumental support, whereas female
mentorships are often marked by more psychosocial and emotional support (e.g., Allen & Eby, 2004; Allen
et al., 2006; Burke et al., 1993; Ragins & Cotton, 1993; Sosik & Godshalk, 2000; Struthers, 1995).

Indeed, our findings reflect many psychosocial, as compared to instrumental, themes, such as
“supporting, listening, and guiding,” and “open conversations.” Although our focus was on developmentally
nurturant relationships rather than formal mentoring, these patterns raise the possibility that our findings
may overrepresent the psychosocial and relational dimensions of such relationships, while underrepresenting
more instrumental or task-oriented aspects. Future research should examine whether practitioner gender
influences how developmentally nurturant relationships are enacted and described.

With respect to other concerns related to sampling, given that recruitment involved Thanda leadership
nominating practitioners and inviting them to participate, there may have been characteristics endogenous
to those participants who engaged in the study that differed from practitioners who were not nominated
(Schaie & Strother, 1968; Siegler & Botwinick, 1979), which may have further biased the sample. That is,
it may be that these practitioners were nominated because they invested extra time and effort to develop
nurturant relationships with Thanda-enrolled children. The sample also consisted of English-speaking
practitioners from one PYD program located in a single rural community in South Africa. Future research
should include larger, more diverse (e.g., with respect to gender, geographic region and practitioners’
backgrounds [e.g., level of professional experience, etc.]), and randomly selected samples. The use of focus
groups may also complement individual interviews to allow for collective reflection and dialogue, which
may elicit perspectives not captured in one-on-one interviews. In addition, the present sample did not
include Thanda-enrolled youth perceived to be benefitting from these relationships. Future research should
therefore seek to incorporate youth voices to better understand how they think about and experience
developmentally nurturant youth-adult relationships. The absence of the youth perspective is notable,
as Theron (2016) suggests that, within South Africa, there are few qualitative, youth-driven studies that
explore how youth, specifically Black and socio-economically disadvantaged youth, understand how their
contextual supports (e.g., the Big Three) facilitate their positive outcomes.

Furthermore, interviews for this study were conducted within the Thanda site and led by U.S.-based
researchers. Setting the interviews within participants’ place of employment and asking them to respond
to questions from external interviewers may have influenced participants’ responses. Interviewers
sought to lessen this social desirability bias by clearly communicating the purpose of the study, ensuring
confidentiality, and emphasizing that their responses would not have any bearing on their position at
Thanda (Bergen & Labonté, 2020).

Whereas the central focus of this article is on how practitioners foster developmentally nurturant
relationships to support youth, such relationships may also contribute to positive outcomes for practitioners.
Future research should examine the bidirectional relations between youth and practitioners—particularly
in majority world contexts—more directly, contributing to a fuller understanding of the benefits of
developmentally nurturant relationships for both youth and practitioners.
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In addition, given that both researchers and participants share an investment in promoting youth
thriving, there remains a potential for confirmation bias in how practitioner experiences were interpreted
(Nickerson, 1998). Although coding discussions and team-based reflection helped promote awareness of
how interpretations were shaped, we acknowledge that participants’ roles and our shared commitment to
PYD may have influenced interpretations (Braun & Clarke, 2021). As in other phenomenological research,
complete bracketing of researchers’ perspectives is not fully attainable (Heidegger, 1962). Whereas we
engaged in iterative coding discussions to differentiate participants’ voices from our own theoretical
expectations, it is possible that our prior familiarity with models of PYD informed the way we recognized
and emphasized certain relational dynamics in the data.

Although the qualitative approach provides rich insights into practitioners’ perspectives, future
research may also benefit from incorporating quantitative methods to assess the broader impact of Thanda
practices on youth outcomes. For instance, longitudinal studies should explore the long-term effects of
these relationships on children’s development. For example, an ongoing quantitative study conducted with
a sample of Thanda-enrolled youth (Abbasi-Asl et al., 2025) demonstrated person-specific differences in
the developmental trajectories of character strengths (i.e., generosity and curiosity). More research like this
study is warranted.

In alignment with RDS-based theories, individuals uniquely coact with their contexts, resulting in
specificity in development (Abbasi-Asl et al., 2025; Bornstein, 2019; Elder et al., 2015; Parke & Elder, 2019).
Given practitioners’ descriptions of how they adapt their behaviors to meet the needs of individual youth,
it is important to design longitudinal studies with densely repeated measures (i.e., intensive longitudinal
designs) to investigate how developmentally nurturant relationships shape the specific development of
specific character strengths of specific youth.

In addition, whereas RDS metatheory emphasizes the mutuality of developmentally nurturant
relationships, the present study was intentionally focused on how practitioners describe fostering youth
thriving through such relationships. Accordingly, our findings primarily reflected positive outcomes for
youth, as described by practitioners. Future research may build on this work by examining whether and
how engagement in developmentally nurturant relationships contributes to practitioners’ professional
growth, well-being, or relational skills. Such work may provide a more comprehensive understanding of
the reciprocal relationships between youth and program practitioners.

Finally, many Thanda practitioners noted how their relationships with children and the skills that they
seek to foster among children diverge from existing social and cultural norms (e.g., encouraging open
conversations in which children can share their problems, ask questions, and freely speak their minds). Such
a contrast points to the need to study youth programming within a dynamic systems perspective (Lerner,
2021; Lerner et al., 2011). Understanding how developmentally nurturant youth-adult relationships relate
to children’s positive development is inextricable from their context outside of the program. Scholars such
as Durlak and colleagues (2007) and Catalano et al. (2002) have noted that, beyond learning skills within
a PYD program, children require opportunities to practice and generalize these skills within their homes
and communities.

To optimize youth development, environments outside of youth programming need to be supportive
of such skill-building. Thus, PYD programs such as Thanda must not only strive to promote the growth
of individual children, but also to change social systems (Durlak et al., 2007). As described above, Thanda
embodies a holistic, community-based approach by also working with households and neighborhoods (e.g.,
the Home Visiting program and community learning circles). Accordingly, further research is needed to
understand if and how children are perceiving the disconnect noted by practitioners between Thanda and
their home and neighborhood contexts, and how it may be impacting their development. We therefore also
recommend that future research explore the impact of Thanda’s household and community programming
on social change within their community.
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Conclusions

By using the Big Three features of effective PYD programs as a conceptual frame, we seek to contribute
to understanding program practitioners’ perspectives on and approaches to fostering developmentally
nurturant relationships with youth. In rural South Africa, where poverty along with cultural and
generational norms may hinder relationships and marginalize opportunities for thriving, practitioners in
Thanda emphasized fostering positive relationships with children by seeking to relate to them, to model
positive behavior, and to listen to, support, and guide them. A sense of belonging was also prioritized,
creating safe spaces for expression and exploration. Last, Thanda participants were given opportunities
to contribute to and lead program activities to support the development of curiosity, generosity, and self-
esteem as strengths that promote PYD and thriving. Although more research is needed to describe, explain,
and optimize developmentally nurturant youth-adult relationships toward thriving, the evidence produced
through this researcher-practitioner partnership may serve to advance understanding and to model how
future studies might pursue ecologically valid insights from exemplary PYD programs.
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Appendix
Qualitative Interview Protocol

Purpose

The goals of the qualitative interviews are to develop a deeper understanding of the role of Thanda
staff in developing and sustaining nurturing relationships with the children in the Thanda program and the
degree to which they believe relationships between staff and children in the Thanda program impact the
healthy development of Thanda children and the development of their character, including virtues such as
generosity, curiosity, and a sense of belonging.

We aim to conduct interviews with Thanda leadership, Thanda educators, and members of the
Home Visiting staff. The total sample size will be 21 participants (i.e., 7 people in each group). Thanda
currently has over 300 staff members working for them. Those selected to participate in the interviews
will include staff members with more than one year of experience working for the organization and/or
more than two years of experience living in the community. The sample will include both male and female
employees.

Interviews will be 20 minutes each and will take place in late January or early February 2024.
Thanda leadership will select the staft members that will participate in the interviews, which will be led by
two members of the IARYD research team (Drs. Jonathan Tirrell and Elizabeth Dowling). Interviews will
take place in a Thanda classroom, where confidentiality can be assured. Participants will have the option to
not respond to a question and/or leave the interview at any time.

Questions in the interviews will include:

What is your role at Thanda?

What are the main activities related to your role (as a member of the staff, teacher, or home
visitor)?

How many hours a day/week do you interact directly with children at Thanda?

What are the most important things you do in your job related to building nurturing relationships
with the children in Thanda?

How would you describe the quality of your relationships with the children at Thanda?

How can you tell you are having this kind of an impact on the children?

How do you think children at Thanda feel about you? What are some things you do to help the
children feel that way about you?

e What, if anything, makes it hard for you to build positive relationships with the children? How
about for other staff, teachers, or home visitors?

e What do you think it means for children to have nurturing relationships with adults? How does it
make the child feel to experience a nurturing relationship with an adult and what might the adult
do to make the child feel that way?

e How has Thanda helped you in your understanding of the value for children in having nurturing
relationships with adults? What type of training have you received?

e How would you describe the overall quality of the relationships between children at Thanda and
the other staft/teachers/home visitors?

e What do you do that is most effective/important in developing nurturing relationships with
children at Thanda? Other staff/teachers/home visitors?

e In what ways do you think you and your relationships with the children at Thanda impact their
growing sense of generosity? Their curiosity? Their sense of belonging? etc

e In what ways do you think the relationships the other staft/teachers/home visitors have with the
children impact their growing sense of ....

e In what ways do you think you and your relationships with the children impact their overall
physical health? Their mental health?
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¢ In what ways do you think the relationships the other staft/teachers/home visitors have with the
children impact their overall physical health? Their mental health?

e Because of the relationships with the teachers/staft/home visitors at Thanda, how are children in
Thanda different from children who do not get exposed to Thanda’s teachers/staff/home visitors?

e Do you see long term benefits in the lives of children who have been in Thanda, as a result of their
relationships with Thanda staff/teachers/home visitors? If so, what are they?
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