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ABSTRACT 

 

Research suggests that youth civic engagement is beneficial for individuals and democratic 

societies, and research in this field has proliferated in recent decades.  This abundance of 

research, however, has also come with challenges, including a lack of conceptual clarity around 

youth civic engagement.  The present paper addresses this confusion and suggests useful tools 

for moving forward.  The first paper presents a conceptual analysis of youth civic engagement, 

proposing a new conceptualization to create definitional boundaries yet still allow contextual 

responsiveness of this term, specifically around the concepts of community and the greater good.  

The second paper provides a quantitative exploration of the relationship between context and the 

manifestation of youth civic engagement through a multilevel latent profile analysis of data from 

the IEA International Civic and Citizenship Education Study.   The results of this study identify 

profiles of current civic participation and intentions for future protest and political participation 

that differ across countries and are predicted by family characteristics.  The third paper presents a 

qualitative exploration of civic engagement among students attending recovery high schools.  

The results suggest that students are actively involved in giving back to their communities, 

particularly their school and recovery communities, through civic engagement and general 

prosocial behaviors.  Taken together, these three studies highlight the importance of achieving 

greater conceptual clarity in our understanding of youth civic engagement in addition to the 

importance of situating this understanding in the context of youths’ particular communities.      
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CHAPTER I 

 

Introduction 

 

 Youth civic engagement has received increasing attention in recent decades from 

researchers and practitioners interested in understanding and facilitating an active and engaged 

citizenry.  Stakeholders ranging from the President of the United States (The White House) to 

private foundations (e.g., The Spencer Foundation) and community-based organizations (e.g., 4-

H) have highlighted the importance of promoting youth civic engagement.  In addition to the 

theoretical importance of an engaged citizenry for democracy, research has demonstrated that 

benefits accrue to both individuals and society through civic engagement (Amna, 2012; Balsano, 

2005; Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998; Lerner, 2004; Sherrod, 2007; Stepick, Stepick, & Labissiere, 

2008).   

Although it is clear that youth civic engagement has become increasingly important for 

diverse stakeholders, what is less clear is whether those stakeholders have consensus around how 

to conceptualize, evaluate, or promote civic engagement in youth.  Scholars use the term “civic 

engagement” to refer to many different concepts, varying in terms of content (attitudes, 

behaviors, intentions, identity; Bogard & Sherrod, 2008; Cicognani, Zani, Fournier, Gavray, & 

Born, 2012; Crocetti, Jahromi, & Meeus, 2012; Syvertsen, Wray-Lake, Flanagan, Osgood, & 

Briddell, 2011) and context (e.g., school-based or community-based; Lenzi et al., 2012; Torney-

Purta, 2002).  Understanding youth civic engagement is also complicated by the ways that 

context can shape the opportunities for civic engagement available to individuals or groups.  

Youth in varied contexts are likely finding non-traditional opportunities to engage with their 
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communities that might be left out of traditional conceptualizations of youth civic engagement 

(e.g., Flanagan, Martínez, Cumsille, & Ngomane, 2011; Jugert, Eckstein, Noack, Kuhn, & 

Benbow, 2013; Stepick, Stepick, & Labissiere, 2008).  

A recent review of youth civic engagement research across five disciplines – sociology, 

political science, education, psychology, and interdisciplinary research – identified key 

similarities and differences across disciplines in terminology, research questions, and research 

methods (Karakos, 2013).  This review articulated four broad orientations toward research on 

youth civic engagement: behavioral (e.g., political participation, community service), activist 

(e.g., community organizing, civic activism), socializing (e.g., civic education, political 

socialization), and identity (e.g., civic identity, citizenship).  This review provided a useful 

schema for understanding interdisciplinary research on youth civic engagement as evident in the 

extant literature, thus addressing the issue of diverse terminology used to describe youth civic 

engagement. 

The collection of three papers presented here builds on this previous research.  The first 

paper, “Conceptualizing youth civic engagement,” addresses a question related to, but distinct 

from, the previous review; namely, the first paper reviews current conceptualizations of youth 

civic engagement, as evident in the Handbook of Research on Civic Engagement in Youth 

(Sherrod, Torney-Purta, & Flanagan, 2010) in order to propose a conceptualization of youth civic 

engagement.  Specifically, we conceptualize youth civic engagement as any way a young person 

engages – through actions or through mental faculties – with his or her community in the interest 

of the greater good.  We then apply theories and concepts prominent in research on youth civic 

engagement to the two key concepts in this conceptualization.  Specifically, we apply 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model, shared or collective interests (Fisher & Shragge, 
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2000), and sense of community (Speer, Peterson, Armstead, & Allen, 2013) to our understanding 

of community; then, we apply Nussbaum’s Capabilities Approach (2011), Positive Youth 

Development (Bowers et al., 2010), and Sociopolitical Development (Watts, Armstrong, 

Cartmen, & Guessous, 2008) to our understanding of the greater good.  Through this process, we 

illustrate the usefulness of our conceptualization in providing the boundaries needed to lend 

consistency to our understanding of youth civic engagement together with the conceptual 

responsiveness needed to make this concept most applicable.  We conclude by describing the 

importance of language in research and practice, urging intentional use of the term youth civic 

engagement in conjunction with more specific terminology.  

The second and third papers presented here provide tests of the ideas set forth in the first 

paper.  The second paper, “A multilevel latent profile analysis of civic engagement among Latin 

American youth” investigates whether different profiles of current and future civic participation 

are observed across school and national contexts; in other words, whether different contexts 

might evince substantively different patterns of involvement.  This study employs a multilevel 

latent profile analysis with data from the IEA International Civic and Citizenship Education 

Study to understand whether profiles of engagement exist, whether those profiles differ 

substantively across countries, and whether characteristics of the family and school context 

predict probability of profile membership.   

The third paper, “Exploring civic engagement and prosocial behavior among students 

attending recovery high schools” explores how youth engage with their communities in a non-

traditional setting: recovery high schools.  Here, qualitative data are used to explore how students 

understand and experience community, how youth report helping or giving back to those 

communities, and the motivations or mechanisms by which youth report becoming involved in 
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their communities.  This study highlights the value of using qualitative research to obtain a more 

in-depth understanding of the ways youth in a specific community enact civic engagement.  

Furthermore, this study also provides examples of youths’ community involvement that are not 

instances of civic engagement.   

 Finally, after presenting the conceptual, quantitative, and qualitative studies, we consider 

how the results of each study support or contradict one another.  Taken together, this body of 

research presents a compelling narrative around the diverse ways that youth enact civic 

engagement, how we conceptualize youth civic engagement, and how quantitative and 

qualitative research can represent youth civic engagement in research and in practice.  Finally, 

we conclude with a discussion of the importance of context in shaping how youth enact and how 

we understand youth civic engagement.    
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CHAPTER II 

 

Conceptualizing Youth Civic Engagement 

 

Abstract 

Research on youth civic engagement suffers from a lack of consistent conceptualization, likely 

resulting from a lack of a common definition grounded in relevant theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks.  In order to address this issue, we review current conceptualizations of youth civic 

engagement in order to identify points of consistency and discrepancy in the extant literature.  

Based on this review, we propose a conceptualization of youth civic engagement that provides 

the boundaries needed to lend consistency to our understanding of this concept, as well as the 

contextual responsiveness needed to make this concept most useful.  Furthermore, we discuss the 

two major components of the proposed conceptualization – community and the greater good – in 

light of relevant theories and concepts frequently applied to youth civic engagement in order to 

provide structure, depth, and rigor to this process.  We conclude with a discussion of the overall 

usefulness and limitations of this conceptualization of youth civic engagement, challenging 

researchers to exercise greater intentionality and precision when using this term. 
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Introduction 

 Promoting youth civic engagement is a goal shared by diverse stakeholders, including the 

President of the United States (The White House), the United Nations Educational, Scientific, 

and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2014), the United States’ Secretary of Education (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2012), private foundations (e.g., The Spencer Foundation), 

community-based organizations (e.g., 4-H), and schools (e.g., Campaign for the Civic Mission of 

Schools).  As interest in youth civic engagement has become increasingly widespread, research 

on youth civic engagement has proliferated (Ballard, 2014) across multiple disciplines (e.g., 

Amnå, 2012; Balsano, 2005; Morimoto, 2013; Rogers, Mediratta, & Shah, 2012; Walker, 2000), 

in numerous countries (e.g., Flanagan, Martínez, Cumsille, & Ngomane, 2011; Torney-Purta, 

2002), using diverse methodologies (e.g., Bhangaokar, R., & Mehta, 2012; Stepick, Stepick, & 

Labissiere, 2008; Syvertsen, Wray-Lake, Flanagan, Osgood, & Briddell, 2011; Voight & 

Torney-Purta, 2013).  Throughout this research, evidence generally suggests that civic 

engagement is important and beneficial for democratic societies (Balsano, 2005; Lerner, 2004; 

Sherrod, 2007), the communities with which youth are engaged (e.g., Maton, 2008; Ozer, 

Cantor, Cruz, Fox, Hubbard, & Moret, 2008), and for individual youth (e.g., Amna, 2012; 

Balsano, 2005; Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998; Stepick, Stepick, & Labissiere, 2008).  

The growth of research on youth civic engagement across disciplines presents two critical 

challenges (Sherrod, Torney-Purta, and Flanagan, 2010b).  First, there are a wide variety of 

terms related to or synonymous with youth civic engagement.  Second, there is confusion about 

how to define youth civic engagement.  It has become increasingly difficult to determine whether 

a given behavior (attitude or intention) can be described as an instance of “youth civic 

engagement.” Conceptualizations of youth civic engagement are increasingly capturing wide-



 

	  10 

ranging behaviors, attitudes, knowledge, and beliefs.  For example, would we consider students 

serving a meal at a hunger relief agency and students organizing for immigration reform as 

examples of youth civic engagement?  Despite acknowledgements of these challenges (e.g., 

Lenzi et al., 2012; Youniss et al., 2003), research continues without addressing the issues of 

language and conceptualization in a way that avoids perpetuating confusion. 

 Recently, Karakos (2013) reviewed the work done in each of five disciplines that actively 

study youth civic engagement: sociology, political science, education, psychology, and 

interdisciplinary research.  This review identified key similarities and differences across 

disciplines in terminology, research questions, and research methods.  She proposed an 

integrated model to illustrate the various terms used to describe research on youth civic 

engagement.  That model (reprinted here as Figure 1) illustrates the wide-ranging types of 

behaviors and processes studied as youth civic engagement.  Specifically, the model articulates 

four orientations toward research on youth civic engagement: behavioral (e.g., political 

participation, community service), activist (e.g., community organizing, civic activism), 

socializing (e.g., civic education, political socialization), and identity (e.g., civic identity, 

citizenship).  The model also depicts the ways that some of those thematic categories are more or 

less similar to one another.  For example, behavioral orientations toward youth civic engagement 

share more in common with activist orientations than they do with identity orientations. The 

sources included in this review were those that explicitly used the term “youth civic 

engagement.” In other words, included studies were identified based on the terminology used 

rather than being eligible based on meeting criteria imposed by the researcher.  This review 

provided a useful schema for understanding interdisciplinary research on youth civic engagement 

as evident in the extant literature, using the language currently employed by each of the  
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disciplines, thus addressing the issue of diverse terminology used to describe youth civic 

engagement.  

Karakos’ (2013) review did not address the second critical issue: how to conceptualize 

youth civic engagement in a way that is situated in specific ecological contexts yet also provides 

definitional boundaries.  These two issues are critically important to the advancement of research 

on youth civic engagement.  First, consistency of definitions would facilitate a greater 

accumulation of knowledge, better recommendations for practice, and more meaningful feedback 

loops between research and practice.  It’s difficult to draw conclusions about the outcomes 

Figure 1: Categorizing youth civic engagement terms from across disciplines in a broad  
representation of the current research on youth civic engagement. 
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associated with youth civic engagement when youth civic engagement itself is understood in 

widely disparate ways across empirical studies (Torney-Purta, Amadeo, & Andolina, 2010).  

Second, contextualization of youth civic engagement is essential to maintain relevance to youth 

in diverse contexts – geographically, historically, culturally, and socioeconomically.  Just as light 

refracted through different lenses can appear very different, so too youth civic engagement 

observed through different contextual lenses might manifest in very different ways.  The ability 

to consider that contextualized image of youth civic engagement would enable the inclusion of 

the true breadth of youth civic engagement into research, ultimately impacting the ways that 

youth involvement in communities is promoted, supported, and validated. 

 The purpose of the present paper, therefore, is to examine the ways that researchers 

currently conceptualize youth civic engagement; in so doing, we move beyond terminologies to 

consider the conceptualizations – both explicit and implicit – that characterize the research on 

youth civic engagement.  We identify the similarities and differences across conceptualizations, 

moving toward an understanding of the essential elements that characterize youth civic 

engagement.  Following this analysis, we propose a conceptualization of youth civic engagement 

useful for identifying instances of youth civic engagement.  We then apply relevant theoretical 

and conceptual perspectives in order to illustrate how this conceptualization works in light of 

relevant theories.  We conclude with a discussion of the overall usefulness and limitations of this 

conceptualization of youth civic engagement, challenging researchers to exercise greater 

intentionality and specificity when using this term.   

A Field Comes of Age with the Publication of a Handbook 

An important development in research on youth civic engagement was the 2010 

publication of the Handbook of Research on Civic Engagement in Youth, edited by Lonnie 
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Sherrod, Judith Torney-Purta, and Constance Flanagan and spearheaded by a consortium of 

scholars from multidisciplinary fields.  This handbook marked an important milestone for this 

field of research; in the editors’ words, it indicated that the field had “come of age” (p. 1).  An 

earlier product of the Consortium’s work, a 2002 special issue of Applied Developmental 

Science, was circulated to over 500 policy-makers, foundation executives, program directors, and 

researchers (Sherrod, Flanagan, & Youniss, 2002a/2002b).  The responses and growth in the 

field following that special issue in many ways contributed to the publication of the 2010 

Handbook, which featured the work of 52 authors.  The reach of the Handbook has been broad, 

evinced in the fact that since the publication of the Handbook less than five years ago, the 

Handbook and its constituent chapters have been cited over 250 times in peer-reviewed 

publications, dissertations, and books, by scholars from psychology, education, social work, 

political science, urban studies, and public health.   

This collection of 24 chapters, all providing reviews of empirical research and theoretical 

knowledge, articulated an ambitious set of goals it intended to address, including identifying 

relevant research to guide the work of policy makers and practitioners as well as to increase 

awareness of research conducted on youth civic engagement across disciplines.  The editors of 

the Handbook were not naïve to the challenges of such a task, detailing in their introduction the 

characteristics of research on youth civic engagement that presented unique challenges: the 

multifaceted conceptualization, the developmental discontinuity (i.e., civic engagement changes 

substantively across the lifespan), and the multiple relevant developmental influences (Sherrod et 

al., 2010b).  The first challenge, the multifaceted and complex nature of civic engagement, is the 

issue highlighted in the present paper.   
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In their discussion of the “multifaceted conceptualization” of youth civic engagement, 

Sherrod and colleagues (2010b) highlight several of the issues that plague attempts to develop a 

consistent conceptualization of youth civic engagement: the international and multidisciplinary 

nature of research on this topic; the emphasis on citizenship as membership with concomitant 

rights and responsibilities, where it is unclear what institutions adolescents can be citizens of and 

how their associated rights and responsibilities are determined; similarities and differences of 

meaning between the terms civic and political as they relate to engagement; how behaviors in 

connection with community or school are positioned in relation to explicitly political behaviors 

such as voting; and whether tolerance, concern for others, altruism, and concern for social justice 

are considered components of youth civic engagement.  After describing these issues, Sherrod 

and colleagues indicate that the contents of the Handbook address these challenges and their 

implications for research (2010a).  After acknowledging the inherent challenges, Sherrod and 

colleagues note that they accept the conceptual disagreement, arguing that clarity in each study – 

explicitly stating what is being studied and how exactly it is measured – supersedes consistency 

across uses of “youth civic engagement.”   

Although we agree with Sherrod, Torney-Purta, and Flanagan (2010b) that clarity within 

each study is essential, we argue that consistency across studies is also important for advancing 

the field of youth civic engagement.  The editors of the Handbook, for example, must have some 

basic criteria for identifying research in the field of “youth civic engagement” that they used in 

deciding what work to include or exclude for the Handbook, yet they do not provide their own 

conceptualization of youth civic engagement.  This Handbook is the most direct effort to date to 

establish guidelines for researchers from various disciplinary backgrounds to understand youth 

civic engagement.  We would expect, therefore, that publications included in this Handbook have 
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responded to the editors’ call for clarity in their conceptualizations of youth civic engagement. 

Therefore, we examine each of the chapters in the Handbook to consider the conceptualizations 

presented therein, and to evaluate the similarities and differences in conceptualization evident in 

the works that comprise this seminal publication. From this analysis, we generate a 

conceptualization of youth civic engagement that provides the basis for consistency across 

studies.  We argue that a synthesis of the work in this Handbook – a publication intended to be a 

seminal “coming of age” milestone in the field of youth civic engagement – provides the basis 

for a conceptualization of this concept. 

Conceptualizations of Youth Civic Engagement in the Handbook 

 The foci of each chapter within the Handbook are fairly wide-ranging, with some 

discussing civic engagement directly from a theoretical or measurement perspective, some 

discussing concepts predictive of youth civic engagement, and some discussing outcomes 

associated with youth civic engagement.  In order to develop a summary of each chapter’s 

conceptualization of youth civic engagement, we carefully read each chapter, noting throughout 

the ways the authors explicitly defined this term (if they did so), and the ways they used this 

concept throughout the chapter.  Most often, this became evident in the introduction to the 

chapter or in any measures used in the chapter, but also at times emerged from the conclusion or 

other parts of the chapter.  Based on this reading, we developed a summary of each chapter’s 

conceptualization.  The chapter was then reviewed to determine if the summary appropriately 

captured the intent of the chapter, looking specifically for instances where the chapter might 

contradict the summary.  Through this process, our summaries of the authors’ conceptualizations 

of youth civic engagement were refined.  As themes emerged across chapters, we also noted the 

consistency or lack thereof across conceptualizations.  For example, as we noticed that every 
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author discussed the importance of context, we paid particular attention to noting discussions of 

context in each chapter.   

As we worked to synthesize conceptualizations across chapters, we did not require our 

emerging conceptualization of youth civic engagement to include everything that has ever been 

called youth civic engagement.  Put simply, just because someone has called something “youth 

civic engagement” in a publication does not make it so; in fact, we expected that many things 

called “youth civic engagement” were not actually examples of such.  Therefore, requiring our 

conceptualization to include all previous “youth civic engagement” research was not one of the 

guidelines used here.  Relatedly, it was critical to maintain clear distinctions between predictors 

of youth civic engagement, youth civic engagement, and outcomes of youth civic engagement.  

Figure 2 illustrates some examples of these distinctions.  Predictors and outcomes can be 

interchangeable, as they are hypothesized to both lead to youth civic engagement and result from 

youth civic engagement through an iterative process; youth civic engagement itself, however, is 

distinct from the relevant predictors and outcomes.  Finally, because one major critique of past 

conceptualizations of youth civic engagement is that they lack theoretical grounding (Torney-

Purta et al., 2010; Wilkenfeld et al., 2010), we will consider how relevant theoretical and 

conceptual orientations can be applied to our conceptualization of youth civic engagement.  

Table 1 provides our summary of the conceptualizations of youth civic engagement in the 

24 chapters in the Handbook.  The conceptualizations of youth civic engagement vary largely 

along the lines of the categories of youth civic engagement discussed in our previous review of 

research across disciplines (Karakos, 2013), supporting the assertion that the handbook is 

broadly representative of the field of youth civic engagement.  In line with a behavioral 

orientation, some authors discussed youth civic engagement from a primarily political  
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perspective, conceptualizing youth civic engagement in terms of more formal political actions 

enacted in public spheres (e.g., Amnå & Zetterberg, 2010; Beaumont, 2010; McIntosh & 

Youniss, 2010; Reimers & Cardenas, 2010).  Other researchers emphasized behavior, but in less 

formal settings, discussing community service, volunteering, and more general prosocial acts 

(e.g., Astuto & Ruck, 2010; Finlay, Wray-Lake, & Flanagan, 2010; Flanagan, Stoppa, Syvertsen, 

& Stout, 2010; Levinson, 2010).  Some scholars highlighted socializing aspects of youth civic 

engagement, particularly educational contexts and the importance of the transmission of 

knowledge and skills to youth (e.g., Campbell-Patton & Patton, 2010; Levine & Higgins-

D’Alessandro, 2010; Selman & Kwok, 2010).  Researchers also discussed concepts of  

Figure 2. This figure highlights the concepts that are sometimes considered “youth civic 
engagement” but are better understood as predictors of or outcomes.   
	  

Figure 2. Concepts that are sometimes considered “youth civic engagement but are better 
understood as predictors or outcomes  
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Table 1. Conceptualizations of youth civic engagement in the Handbook of Research on Civic Engagement in Youth 
(Sherrod, Torney-Purta, Flanagan, 2010a)  

Reference Conceptualization of youth civic engagement 
McIntosh & Youniss. Toward a political 
theory of political socialization of youth. 

Proposed a theory of how political socialization might occur among 
youth, with the goal of political engagement. Political engagement 
entails public expression of ideas and interests, collaboration with 
others who have similar interests to cultivate power to influence the 
relevant systems, conflict with the other individuals and groups 
expressing different interests and ideologies, and a voluntary 
choice to enter the political arena.  

Amnå & Zetterberg. A political science 
perspective on socialization research: Young 
Nordic citizens in a comparative light. 

Examined political participation across international contexts; 
citizens are thought to participate through voice (e.g., choosing 
representatives) or exiting (e.g., choosing not to vote) and through 
representational (e.g., electoral politics) or extra-representational 
(e.g., protesting) channels. Youth intentions for adult engagement 
are emphasized, not youth involvement itself. 

Hart & Gullan. The sources of adolescent 
activism: Historical and contemporary 
findings. 

Focused on understanding youth activism, “behavior performed by 
adolescents and young adults with a political intent” (p. 67). There 
are meaningful points of both consistency and inconsistency in 
manifestations of youth activism across cultural and historical 
contexts, and activism cannot be discussed apart from context. 

Kassimir & Flanagan. Youth civic 
engagement in the developing world: 
Challenges and opportunities. 

Citizenship and civic engagement are discussed in an international 
context, particularly in the developing world. Citizenship has both 
universal and contextually dependent aspects shaped by the social-
economic, political, and cultural circumstances. The universal 
aspects of civic engagement are: a social compact/bargain between 
governments and citizens, a collective identity in citizenship and 
civic action, cultural traditions or norms that shape the meaning 
(empowering or disempowering) of citizenship, and that this can 
vary within subgroups of nations.   

Levine & Higgnis-D’Alessandro. Youth 
civic engagement: Normative issues. 

Youth civic engagement involves educational efforts to choose and 
transmit values to citizens; the importance of values in choosing 
what is transmitted, and why, is critical. Considering philosophical 
traditions in this can be illuminating to understand the normative 
(ethical, just, fair, or moral) assumptions we bring to the 
development and practice of youth civic engagement.  

Reimers & Cardenas. Youth civic 
engagement in Mexico. 

Youth civic engagement describes knowledge about and 
participation in public life, particularly formal democratic political 
organizations. Civic knowledge, civic attitudes, electoral behavior, 
and associational memberships all comprise youth civic 
engagement.  

Haste. Citizenship education: A critical look 
at a contested field.  

Civic engagement is discussed in terms of citizenship, with the 
national context largely determining how citizens can and should 
engage. Globalization and new technologies complicate this 
conception, and youth civic action might also include less formal 
participation such as community action (helpfulness, volunteering) 
and social movement participation. 

Wilkenfeld, Lauckhardt, & Torney-Purta. 
The relation between developmental theory 
and measures of civic engagement in 
research on adolescents. 

Youth civic engagement occurs through developmental processes, 
yet lack of theory of this process has led to inconsistent and poorly 
explicated conceptual frameworks; civic engagement has multiple 
components that are responsive to particular contexts and involve 
social trust, political identity, efficacy, prosocial attitudes, and a 
sense of community. 
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Table 1. (Continued)  
Metzger & Smetana. Social cognitive 
development and adolescent civic 
engagement. 

Social cognition is an important component of civic engagement in 
that it determines youths’ civic concepts and notions of duty; civic 
involvement includes formal political knowledge and participation 
and a sense of duty and action to contribute to the community in 
prosocial ways. 

Astuto & Ruck. Early childhood as a 
foundation for civic engagement. 

Young children are citizens with rights, such as the right to play; 
cultivating executive functions and prosocial skills in early 
childhood is proposed as a means to promote civic engagement in 
adolescence, including behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs.  

Finlay, Wray-Lake, & Flanagan. Civic 
engagement during the transition to 
adulthood: Developmental opportunities and 
social policies at a critical juncture. 

Civic engagement refers to a range of concepts including political 
party and organizational membership, voting, community services, 
attending school board meetings, joining neighborhood 
associations; broadly conceived as participation in civic life of 
communities. 

Flanagan, Stoppa, Syvertsen, & Stout. 
Schools and social trust. 

Schools are discussed as institutions designed to prepare young 
people for civic participation in democratic society, including civic 
knowledge and skills; civic interest, action, and commitment; the 
ability to work together with others, to voice their own views, and 
to hear the views of others as they work toward the common good 
of their communities. 

Levinson. The civic empowerment gap: 
defining the problem and locating solutions. 

Competent and responsible citizens are knowledgeable about 
history, government, and current events; are skilled at communal 
action and dialogue; are concerned about the common good; believe 
it is possible to make a difference; and become involved in 
community affairs. 

McLeod, Shah, Hess, & Lee. 
Communication and education: Creating 
competence and socialization into public life. 

Communication competence is a dimension of civic competence, 
and is an important predictor of youth civic and political 
participation, including news consumption, political conversations, 
community service, voting, participation in public meetings, 
boycotting, and letter writing. 

Bennett, Freelon, & Wells. Changing citizen 
identity and the rise of a participatory media 
culture. 

Citizenship is a dynamic concept that changes with generational 
shifts; younger citizens are moving away from duty-based, 
hierarchical citizenship to participatory, peer-network based forms 
of participation. Across conceptualizations, knowledge, expression, 
joining publics, and taking action are essential to civic education 
and engagement. 

Jensen. Immigrant youth in the United 
States: Coming of age among diverse civic 
cultures. 

Immigrant youth participate in both civic and political realms, in 
ways that are unique to their cultural and immigrant status and in 
ways that are consistent with native-born American youth; political 
attitudes and behaviors involve interactions with the government, 
and civic attitudes and behaviors occur in the context of self-
identified communities and organizations. 

Seif. The civic life of Latina/o immigrant 
youth: Challenging boundaries and creating 
safe spaces. 

Immigrant youths’ civic engagement is highly dependent on 
individual context, including ethnicity, gender, country or origin, 
and immigration status. Through this diversity, a definition of civic 
engagement is needed (but not provided) that is not so broad as to 
lose meaning but not so narrow as to be restrictive and preclude full 
investigation of youths’ participation. 

Russell, Toomey, & Crockett. LGBT 
politics, youth activism, and civic 
engagement. 

Civic engagement includes activities on a spectrum from political to 
community service; youths’ participation in political activities is 
constrained, and LGBTQ youths’ participation is further 
constrained by certain restrictions on their full rights as citizens. 
LGBTQ youth therefore must work for the public good and the 
personal good, often through unique paths. 
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Table 1 (continued)  
Torney-Purta, Amadeo, & Andolina. A 
conceptual framework and multimethod 
approach for research on political 
socialization and civic engagement.  

Research on civic engagement and political socialization is 
fragmented by varying research methodologies and disciplines, and 
lacks a conceptual framework; a conceptualization of meaning, 
identity, agency/efficacy, and practice/action is proposed as a 
starting point, and the importance of context for understanding 
engagement is emphasized. 

Beaumont. Political agency and 
empowerment: Pathways for developing a 
sense of political efficacy in young adults. 

Political efficacy is critical to political participation; although the 
focus is on political efficacy, the conceptualization of participation 
includes activism; political participation through voting and 
contacting elected officials; and making a difference in personally 
relevant contexts. 

Higgins-D’Alessandro. The transdisciplinary 
nature of citizenship and civic/political 
engagement evaluation.  

Citizenship and civic and political engagement are broad constructs 
influenced by context, including family, school, generation, and 
country; therefore, civic engagement is conceptualized in whatever 
way the relevant organizations understand it. Examples include 
voting, service learning, volunteering, political interest, civic 
attitudes, and willingness to act. 

Campbell-Patton & Patton. Conceptualizing 
and evaluating the complexities of youth 
civic engagement. 

Youth civic engagement and intended outcomes vary widely and 
must be considered in light of the particular culture, priority 
concerns, history, capacity, politics, and individual needs and goals, 
and the interactions among these contexts. Youth civic engagement 
is inherently participatory and includes civic education, service 
learning, and social organizing.  

Fox, Mediratta, Ruglis, Stoudt, Shah, & Fine. 
Critical youth engagement: Participatory 
action research and organizing. 

Critical youth engagement focuses on how youth understand and 
negotiate conditions of social inequity, and the conditions under 
which youth act through civic engagement to confront injustice, 
here through youth organizing, leadership, or participatory action 
research. 

Selman & Kwok. Informed social reflection: 
Its development and important for 
adolescents’ civic engagement. 

Informed social reflection integrates civic orientation, ethical 
awareness, and historical understanding and can lead to informed 
and reflective civic engagement, including standing up for others, 
within the context of purposeful reflection on past and future 
orientations.  

 

 

citizenship and other identity-oriented conceptualizations (e.g., Bennett, Freelon, & Wells, 2010; 

Haste, 2010; Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2010; Kassimir & Flanagan, 2010).  Still others employed 

an activist orientation to youth civic engagement, discussing community organizing, social 

movement participation, and other critically oriented engagement (e.g., Fox et al., 2010; Hart & 

Gullan, 2010; Russell, Toomey, & Crockett, 2010).  The studies contained within this Handbook 

thus seem to represent the broad collection youth civic engagement research across disciplines.    
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The inconsistency of conceptualizations within the Handbook is striking; however, even 

more striking are the points of agreement across these diverse conceptualizations.  Notably, three 

elements are consistent throughout most of the chapters: context is important in understanding 

youth civic engagement, youth civic engagement happens in relationship with a community, and 

it is done for pro-social reasons or to advance the “greater good.”  Every chapter within the 

Handbook (Sherrod et al., 2010a) discussed the importance of context at some point; the contexts 

discussed include international contexts, philosophical contexts, ethnic or cultural contexts, 

contexts of individual sexuality, and developmental contexts (Finlay et al., 2010; Jensen, 2010; 

Levine & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2010; Reimers & Cardenas, 2010; Russell et al., 2010; Seif, 

2010).  The collection of work in the Handbook clearly conveyed the point that youth civic 

engagement must be examined in context; to isolate civic engagement from context would be to 

strip it of both meaning and relevance.  Relatedly, the authors of many chapters also emphasized 

the importance of understanding community (one dimension of context) to understand youth 

civic engagement, discussing individuals’ sense of community, their self-identified communities, 

and the importance of locating civic engagement within particular community contexts (Jensen, 

2010; Torney-Purta, Amadeo, & Andolina, 2010; Wilkenfeld, Lauckhardt, & Torney-Purta, 

2010).  Finally, authors also conceptualized youth civic engagement in terms of intended 

outcomes, describing civic engagement as contributing to community in pro-social ways 

(Metzger & Smetana, 2010), making a difference (Beaumont, 2010), and working toward the 

common good (Flanagan et al., 2010).  Civic engagement in the context of particular 

communities is thus made complete by the ends toward which youth are working.  Based on this 

review of the Handbook (Sherrod et al., 2010a), we suggest a conceptualization of youth civic 

engagement that delineates definitional boundaries while maintaining contextual responsiveness.    
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Finding the Core: Conceptualizing Youth Civic Engagement 

 Based on our review of the Handbook of Research on Civic Engagement in Youth 

(Sherrod et al., 2010a), we propose a conceptualization that articulates the defining features of 

youth civic engagement identifiable across the multifaceted conceptualizations.  Figure 3 

illustrates the common core among the myriad conceptualizations of youth civic engagement, 

highlighting the important commonality shared across a spectrum of more specific concepts.  

Our task is to describe this common denominator that is present across the varied, 

multidisciplinary uses of this term in a way that will be flexible in application but also useful in 

generating consistency in understanding youth civic engagement.  

 

 Figure 3. The core of youth civic engagement. 
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Before articulating our conceptualization of youth civic engagement, we first established 

guidelines derived from the literature reviewed in this paper and in Karakos (2013).  First, youth 

civic engagement is something particular to youth.  Although seemingly obvious, it is important 

to note that youth civic engagement is not simply adolescent behaviors or attitudes that predict 

adult citizenship behaviors (i.e., voting); instead, youth civic engagement involves something 

that is important in and of itself in adolescence (Astuto & Ruck, 2010).  For example, youths’ 

participation in student government elections is an important outcome in itself, not just as a 

predictor of adult voting behavior.  Another important point to note is that youth civic 

engagement necessitates engagement.  The word engagement, however, can be ambiguous.  In 

the Merriam-Webster online dictionary (2014), engagement is defined in several ways, 

including, “the act of engaging or the state of being engaged,” where engaged means, “involved 

in an activity” or “greatly interested.”  In this sense, engagement can be an action or a state, 

involving behavioral or cognitive manifestations (or both).  For example, a student can be 

engaged in school through active participation in a class discussion, or through paying close 

attention and dedicating mental faculties to the course material.  Third, youth civic engagement 

is related to citizenship, where citizenship in adolescence entails meaningful membership in a 

community and not just formal citizenship to the nation-state (Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2010; 

Kassimir & Flanagan, 2010). 

Using these basic guidelines emphasizing youth, engagement, and community, and taking 

into account all of the research reviewed here, we propose a conceptualization of youth civic 

engagement that provides consistent meaning across varied explorations of youth civic 

engagement.  Specifically, we suggest that youth civic engagement can be most usefully 

conceptualized as, “any way a young person engages – through actions or through mental 
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faculties – with his or her community in the interest of the greater good.”  Two important 

components of this conceptualization – understanding community and the greater good – allow 

for greater contextualization.  In order to illustrate the usefulness of the concepts of community 

and the greater good, we apply several prominent theories and conceptualizations from the youth 

civic engagement literature to highlight how these concepts can be negotiated in an iterative 

process.  The theories and concepts we employ here have been applied in numerous studies of 

youth civic engagement across disciplinary fields, and therefore provide a rich tool for 

considering the important elements of community and the greater good (Albanesi, Cocognani, & 

Zani, 2007; Christens & Kirshner, 2011; Karakos & Wray-Lake, 2014; Lenzi et al., 2012; 

Lerner, Dowling, & Anderson, 2003; Levine & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2010).  Here we 

highlight the ways that our conceptualization can be understood in light of these theories and 

concepts.   

Youth Civic Engagement and Community 

 In order to be civically engaged, youth must identify and access a relevant community, so 

it is important to understand how adolescents define and connect with “community.”  There are 

many ways to understand community, including traditional conceptions of geographically based 

neighborhoods, local Parent-Teacher Associations, or members of religious groups.  Community 

also manifests in more unexpected configurations, for example in online groups or with people 

who share salient characteristics (e.g., fans of a local sports team, cancer survivors).  Across 

these diverse types of community, three theoretical and conceptual perspectives describe how 

youth understand and experience community.  Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model of 

human development highlights the different levels of influence in an individual’s setting, or 

community, the dynamic nature of that ecology, and the importance of the autonomous 
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individual within the ecological context, reinforcing the importance of understanding the 

different levels of community with which youth might identify.  Conceptualizing communities in 

terms of shared or collective interest originates from the community organizing literature and 

allows communities to be defined based on common interests with other individuals (e.g., Culley 

& Hughey, 2008; Fisher & Shragge, 2000), interests which can sometimes be at odds with those 

of the dominant culture.  Considering community from the perspective of shared interests 

emphasizes the ways that interests shared by individuals or groups can motivate collective 

action.  Finally, psychological sense of community describes, “the sense that one was part of a 

readily available and mutually supportive network of relationships” (Sarason, 1974, p. 1).  In 

other words, an individual’s lived experience can also influence our understanding of 

community.  These understandings of community can be paired with our conceptualization of 

youth civic engagement to illustrate the application of this conceptualization.       

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model.  Although Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 2001; Watson 

et al., 2012) ecological model of human development is not explicitly about understanding 

community, we use this model here as a useful tool to help identify the complex and dynamic 

communities that are relevant to adolescents’ lives.  The ecological model highlights different 

levels at which youth are likely to experience community, including their interactions each day at 

school, their sense of belonging to a particular neighborhood, their feelings of citizenship to their 

country or religious group, and their identification as a member of a particular generation.  

Beyond illustrating the levels of influence, ecological theory also emphasizes the dynamic nature 

of settings, highlighting the ways context directly and indirectly influences individuals and the 

ways individuals influence their ecologies (Darling, 2007).  The different settings within which 

adolescents are situated will afford different opportunities (for civic engagement and otherwise), 
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and different individuals will respond in a variety of ways to the different opportunities or 

constraints of a particular context.  Therefore, each individual is described as situated within a 

particular “ecological niche” characterized by distinct processes and outcomes (Darling, 2007, p. 

204).   

The multilevel, dynamic nature of the setting of adolescents’ lives described by 

ecological theory illustrates the importance of a contextually responsive understanding of civic 

engagement, allowing a unique expression of community for a particular individual in a 

particular ecological niche, and for groups of individuals in shared ecologies.  The ecological 

context thus shapes the opportunities available to each individual for engagement, influences the 

nature of that engagement, and informs the individual’s experience of engagement by setting the 

stage for the contexts within which the individual is situated.  The individual’s engagement, in 

turn, is likely to shape those same communities (e.g., Karakos, Voight, Geller, Nixon, & Nation, 

2015; Maton, 2008).  For example, Lenzi and colleagues (2012) employ ecological systems 

theory to describe the ways that community contexts, including peers, family, and school, can 

instill in youth values and goals that guide how they conceive of community engagement, and 

that outcomes that are considered to contribute to the good of the community.  In sum, 

considering youth in terms of their ecological context provides one tool through which we can 

contextualize our understanding of community.       

Shared or collective interests.  In addition to considering community at multiple 

ecological levels, we can also apply the concept of shared or collective interests to our 

understanding of community.  The community organizing literature has often discussed shared or 

collective interests as a catalyst that brings people together to work toward a particular issue 

(e.g., Culley & Hughey, 2008; Fisher & Shragge, 2000).  Research on community organizing 
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posits shared interests as a way to build community and generate power for social action (Fisher 

& Shragge, 2000; Gold, Simon, Mundell, & Brown, 2004), and also as a force that brings people 

together in community.  Shared interests usually focus on a particular issue – such as education 

reform (e.g., Gold et al., 2004) or neighborhood improvement (Kadushin, Lindholm, Ryan, 

Brodsky, & Saxe, 2005) – that catalyzes a group’s energy toward working together to achieve a 

collective goal.  Shared interests are particularly relevant for marginalized or oppressed youth 

whose interests are not served by the maintenance of the status quo, but whose shared interests 

with others – for example on the basis of race, class, gender, or sexual orientation – lead them to 

work within and across communities to affect change.  

Applying shared interests to youth civic engagement illustrates how the interests an 

adolescent shares with a group of people can shape that individual’s perception of community, 

particularly when those shared interests lead to action.  This understanding of shared interests 

could occur at any ecological level, leading to a perception of shared interests with individuals, 

groups, or larger collectives (e.g., people who share your faith).  It is possible that an individual’s 

shared interests at one level could conflict with his or her interests at another level; thus an 

analysis of shared interests at multiple ecological levels is critical to understanding the multiple 

communities with which youth might identify and with which individuals might choose to 

engage.  Thus, the complex shared interests of youth are a potential foundation for establishing 

community.   

Psychological sense of community.  In addition to applying theories and concepts to our 

conceptualization that help understand how communities are defined – at multiple levels and 

through shared interests – it is also informative to consider community in terms of individual 

perception.  Psychological sense of community articulates community as a social construct that 



 

	  28 

must be understood in terms of an individual’s experience of belonging to a particular 

community.  Given the relatively idiosyncratic nature of sense of community, it is not surprising 

that the articulation of this concept is also the subject of debate, with understandings ranging 

from a quantifiable construct with distinct sub-dimensions (McMillan & Chavis, 1986) to a 

shared narrative constructed by constituent members (Mankowski & Rappaport, 1995; 

Mannarini & Fedi, 2009).  Speer, Peterson, Armstead, and Allen (2013) describe sense of 

community as a connection to an organization facilitated through experiencing an emotional 

attachment and belonging that foster a sense of common purpose, mutual aid, and shared 

interests.  What is most important to glean from this concept for our purposes is the notion that 

community is constructed by the experiences of two or more people in relation to one another.  

This experiential, relational nature of community emphasizes the need for researchers studying 

youth civic engagement to allow for adolescents to determine their own communities.  At times 

these communities might be readily apparent – for example, a local school or religious 

community.  At other times, however, community might manifest in unexpected configurations, 

for example in guilds in online gaming systems or with people who share salient characteristics 

(e.g., alumni of a university, parents of adopted children; Bennett, Freelon, & Wells, 2010).   

Intentional efforts are required to explore individuals’ sense of community with broader 

collectives, and exploring these possibilities is important, even if individual experience 

ultimately suggests that these communities are not particularly salient.  For example, a youth 

might identify strongly with his school community and feel that he can make a difference there, 

but might not feel any sense of connection with other citizens of the United States.  In contrast, 

another youth might feel disconnected from her school but feel a strong sense of patriotism and a 

desire to serve her country.  It is important to be able to represent the ways the youth in both 
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examples experience community; considering sense of community from an ecological 

perspective can help the researcher (or practitioner) to do so.  In sum, adolescents are important 

agents in determining who comprises their community.  Community is not always an entity than 

can be identified by an outsider, but is instead something that can be autonomously identified 

and experienced by the adolescent.    

The concepts of psychological sense of community and shared interests, viewed through 

the lens of the ecological model, help us to illustrate the importance of placing our understanding 

of community in the context of individuals’ particular circumstances.  Furthermore, these 

concepts help to illustrate how the grounding of our conceptualization of youth civic engagement 

in specific theoretical or conceptual perspectives can enhance the applicability of this 

conceptualization and make it increasingly responsive to particular contexts.  In working to 

identify instances of civic engagement, it is imperative to consider a wide range of communities 

with which an individual might engage, and to continue to bring relevant theories and concepts 

to bear on this process.  

Youth Civic Engagement and the Greater Good  

In addition to taking place in the context of a community, the primary purpose of youth 

civic engagement is to work toward some greater good.  This can be particularly problematic to 

understand as any articulation of “the greater good” is inherently laden with value judgments as 

to what is “good.”  Having some means by which to bound “the greater good,” however, is 

critically important.  McIntosh and Youniss (2010) provide an excellent example illustrating the 

importance of establishing such criteria.  They present two groups of youth who were 

exceptionally involved in the civic and political lives of their countries: in the U.S., youth 

worked toward human rights and played a critical role in the progress of the Civil Rights 
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Movement in the 1960s; in Germany, Hitler’s Youth worked toward the Nazi party’s agenda and 

were culpable for a staggering humanitarian crisis and loss of life.  Both groups were working 

toward a cause that they believed represented a greater good.  We present here three ways to 

understand the greater good: Nussbaum’s (2011) human development approach to creating 

capabilities; the Positive Youth Development approach (Bowers et al., 2010); and sociopolitical 

development.  These particular theories and concepts were selected as a result of their previous 

use in research on youth civic engagement, suggesting that these concepts are likely to continue 

to be applied to youth civic engagement moving forward.  The purpose of applying these 

concepts is not to conclusively define the greater good; rather, we apply these understandings of 

the greater good to our conceptualization of youth civic engagement to illustrate how their 

application can provide some boundaries for identifying the greater good while maintaining the 

space for individual autonomy in deciding what is good.    

Nussbaum’s Capabilities Approach.  In her book Creating Capabilities, Nussbaum 

(2011) provides guidance on how to conceptualize the greater good for the individual, her 

community, and the relevant social structures.  The Capabilities Approach identifies the greater 

good as anything that encourages and sustains capabilities in one’s self and in other people; 

capabilities, therefore, are the criteria for determining social justice, and take into account both 

the personal good and the collective good.  The greater good, in this approach, thus involves 

creating opportunities for individuals to develop their own abilities and for people in 

communities to cultivate social, economic, and political opportunities for themselves and others.  

One particularly compelling aspect of the Capabilities Approach is that it is pluralist in value, 

allowing for a contextually responsive articulation of the capabilities that are most important.  

Across this flexibility, this approach is also guided by a firm commitment to dismantling social 
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injustice and reducing inequality.  Thus, individual freedoms and social justice are inextricably 

linked, binding the “greater good” for the individual to the “greater good” of the community.  

 From a Capabilities Approach, youth civic engagement is thus concerned with working 

to create a world where capabilities are accessible to all individuals.  Although the Capabilities 

Approach is often described in terms of individual abilities, developing capabilities is inherently 

a communal task because the capabilities for one person are only fully realized when all people 

have access to those capabilities.  Despite the developmental nature of this approach, it has been 

highly influential in political philosophy and developmental economics (Levine & Higgins-

D’Alessandro, 2010).  Applying this approach to the greater good to our conceptualization of 

youth civic engagement provides one avenue through which a contextually responsive 

understanding of the greater good can be developed in conjunction with concern for social 

justice.       

Positive Youth Development (PYD).  The theory of Positive Youth Development 

(PYD) is a commonly applied approach to understanding desired outcomes in youth 

development.  The PYD approach conceptualizes adolescents not as risks to be managed but as 

assets to be developed (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003).  The assets of Positive Youth Development 

are generally discussed in terms of five Cs: competence (positive assessment of one’s abilities), 

confidence (positive sense of self-worth), connection (positive bonds with people and 

institutions), character (integrity or a sense of right and wrong), and caring (sympathy/empathy 

for others), often with a sixth C, contribution, expected to emerge out of the development of the 

first five (Bowers et al., 2010).  From a developmental perspective, the greater good would thus 

be that which develops these five assets in individual youth and in their peers.  Although the 

Positive Youth Development perspective does not necessarily discuss the ways that this leads to 
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the “greater good” for a community, we suggest that developing youth with these assets will 

concurrently lead to more positive communities and more youth who are able to express the sixth 

C, contribution (Cargo, Grams, Ottoson, Ward, & Green, 2003; Travis & Leech, 2014).  

Furthermore, the PYD approach is concerned with the development of youth and their peers – in 

other words, if positive development for one youth resulted in detrimental development for 

another, this would not be in line with the spirit of PYD, which emphasizes positive, healthy 

development for all members of a youth’s system (Lerner et al., 2003).  

Levine and Higgins-D’Alessandro (2010) argue for the importance of connecting the 

Capabilities Approach (Nussbaum, 2011) with PYD, but state that they have not found evidence 

of this approach in the past.  Here, we suggest that the Capabilities Approach outlines the ends 

toward which youth should be developing.  As youth move toward developing each of the six Cs 

of PYD, they should also be simultaneously creating capabilities, for themselves and for other 

members of their communities.  As they begin to enact the sixth C, contribution, their efforts 

move toward actively creating communities that provide these capabilities for all members.  

Applying the Capabilities Approach and PYD to our conceptualization of youth civic 

engagement can thus be particularly helpful in elucidating the greater good toward which youth 

are working when they enact civic engagement.  The combination of these concepts, including 

the more individually oriented concept of PYD, helps to keep the application of the greater good 

in the context of particular communities and in pursuit of greater good.        

Sociopolitical development (SPD).  A more recent approach to “successful” youth 

development emphasizes SPD, a concept Watts and colleagues define as,  

The evolving understanding of the political, economic, cultural, and other systemic forces 

that shape society and one’s status in it, and the associated process of growth in the 



 

	  33 

relevant knowledge, analytical skills, and emotional faculties necessary to engage in 

political activity (Watts, Armstrong, Cartmen, & Guessous, 2008; Wilkenfeld, 

Lauckhardt, & Torney-Purta, 2010, p.207).   

Compared to the PYD approach, SPD more directly addresses political involvement.  The 

PYD and SPD perspectives share an emphasis on developing important skills (or, in the language 

of Nussbaum, capabilities) in youth, but they diverge on the precise skills to be developed.  In 

SPD, youth move through five stages taking them from a lack of awareness of systemic 

oppressive forces, to developing that awareness, and then finally to involvement in social and 

community action: the acritical stage, the adaptive stage, the precritical stage, the critical stage, 

and the liberation stage (Watts, Williams, & Jagers, 2003; Wilkenfeld et al., 2010).  Although 

SPD acknowledges the important contribution of the PYD approach, some scholars argue that 

the PYD approach is incomplete in that it does not fully address important questions relevant to 

development and community betterment for all youth (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; Karakos 

& Wray-Lake, 2014).  Specifically, marginalized or oppressed youth are often excluded from 

meaningful development and contribution by traditional notions of positive youth development 

that fail to acknowledge systems of oppression and critical injustices (Watts et al., 2003).  In 

contrast to the PYD approach that assumes all youth have the potential to develop the six Cs, the 

PYD approach acknowledges the oppressive systems that restrict capabilities for some youth, 

and employs a process through which youth develop an awareness of that oppression in order to 

ultimately work against that injustice (Watts et al., 2003; Watts, Deimer, & Voight, 2011).    

Youth civic engagement research has increasingly incorporated aspects of SPD, 

acknowledging the ways that the SPD lens might influence the opportunities and activities that 

constitute civic engagement (Karakos & Wray-Lake, 2014; Watts et al., 2003; Watts et al., 
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2011).  Thus, applying SPD to our conceptualization of youth civic engagement moves beyond 

individual and group capabilities to explicitly include a recognition and resistance of oppressive 

conditions together with a vision of liberation that provides an alternative version of reality as a 

means to creating individual capabilities and a more just society (Watts et al., 2003).  Although 

SPD adds to our understanding of the greater good as discussed in terms of Capabilities and 

PYD, they are related in that SPD enables youth to see the ways that systemic forces are 

restricting the capabilities of themselves and other youth.  The goal of SPD is thus to work 

toward social justice through creating those capabilities for all youth, particularly those whose 

capabilities have previously been restricted by oppressive systems. 

In working to understand our conceptualization of the greater good in light of relevant 

theories and concepts, we therefore argue that the greater good can be conceived of in terms of 

the Capabilities Approach, where the goal of civic engagement is to create and exercise 

capabilities in oneself and in others.  There are a number of ways that this goal can be interpreted 

specific to youth and to youth civic engagement; here we suggest that the PYD approach and 

SPD are two concepts that can help scholars and practitioners understand and apply this notion 

of the greater good.  This conceptualization of the greater good is highly dependent on an 

individual’s context – on assessing the needs and opportunities for youth in particular 

communities.  The available opportunities will obviously be very different, for example, for an 

adolescent living in a wealthy suburban community in the United States and an adolescent living 

in a rural community in a less developed country.  The idea that civic engagement is done for the 

greater good, therefore, also requires understanding the particular ecology within which an 

individual is situated, what opportunities are available, and what behaviors will foster the 

development of capabilities of self and others. In this way, the Capabilities Approach, PYD, and 
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SPD are held in dialogue with one another as researchers work to understand the greater good in 

specific contexts.  Understanding youth civic engagement, therefore, requires an iterative and 

reciprocal understanding of community and the greater good, a process that is guided by the 

application of relevant theories and concepts as we have illustrated here.  

Discussion 

In sum, based on an extensive literature review presented here and by Karakos (2013), we 

have conceptualized youth civic engagement as, “any way a young person engages – through 

actions or through mental faculties – with his or her community in the interest of the 

greater good.”  In order to demonstrate the usefulness and contextual responsiveness of this 

conceptualization, we have applied relevant concepts and theories to our understanding of 

community and the greater good.  This conceptualization describes the core elements of youth 

civic engagement; it identifies the common ground that diverse concepts sometimes called 

“youth civic engagement” share, while allowing for a contextually responsive understanding of 

this concept.   

This conceptualization does not, however, necessarily include all things that have 

previously been called “youth civic engagement.”  Rather than summarizing research to date that 

has used this term, this conceptualization attempts to provide a point of clarification moving 

forward, so that scholars considering using the term “youth civic engagement” have some 

boundaries that will help them decide whether it is appropriate to do so.  For example, previous 

research has included “positive civic attitudes” in measures of youth civic engagement (Bobek, 

Zaff, Li, & Lerner, 2009); the present conceptualization suggests that these attitudes (e.g., 

believing it is important to reduce hunger and poverty in the world) are important predictors or 

outcomes of youth civic engagement, but do not comprise youth civic engagement itself because 
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they do not involve youth engagement with a community.  Another example of something that 

has previously been described as youth civic engagement that would not be here is required 

community service in high schools (Hart, Donnelly, Youniss, & Atkins, 2007).  Here, the 

distinction around whether the behavior is an instance of civic engagement is determined by the 

intent of the individual actor.  If the individual is only completing service because of the 

requirement, then this work is not being done for the greater good, and we would not consider 

this civic engagement. 

One additional point in this conceptualization that deserves attention is the proposed 

understanding of “engagement” that includes “action and mental faculties.”  There are a number 

of cognitive or emotional concepts frequently associated with youth civic engagement: civic 

attitudes, civic knowledge, civic identity, political socialization, and social capital.  The 

distinction we have drawn is between active, effortful engagement and passive status or opinion.  

In our example above, a civic attitude that believes it is important to reduce hunger and poverty 

in the world is not an instance of youth civic engagement because this belief is not held in the 

context of a community, and we have no reason to believe that this belief is being actively 

pursued or developed.  In contrast, sociopolitical development highlights active cognitive 

processes – moving from an acritical stage to precritical and finally moving to critical and 

liberation stages (Watts et al., 2003; Wilkenfeld et al., 2010).  In this framework, the individual 

is actively progressing through the stages via intentional effort in the context of community; 

therefore, this process of developing a more critical perspective can be labeled as an instance of 

youth civic engagement.  Although this distinction is subtle, the difference in active and passive 

states is a critical differentiation between current civic engagement and beliefs or attitudes that 

are likely to lead to future engagement.         
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In thinking toward future research, it is important to discuss the ways that using this term 

– youth civic engagement – is and is not valuable.  Many scholars discuss their research as youth 

civic engagement in order to link their work to a large and ever-expanding body of research.  The 

continued use of this term to refer to the broad conceptualization of youth civic engagement 

presented here is appropriate and encouraged.  Researchers’ and practitioners’ continued use of 

this term – with the added clarity we have provided – should help to maintain a sense of 

collaboration, growth, and communication in the field of youth civic engagement research. The 

use of this term to refer to specific definitions or operationalizations of youth behavior in a 

specific context, however, must be limited.  We caution against studies with research questions 

vaguely aiming to measure youth civic engagement or understand the factors that predict youth 

civic engagement as we recognize the breadth and diversity of application of this term.  Instead, 

more precise language should be used to describe specific operationalizations of this concept, 

such as “civic participation,” “volunteering,” “political activism,” and so forth.  It is through this 

balance of maintaining this term as a broad framing of a research topic, but pairing it with more 

precise language, that we as a field can continue to stay connected to one another’s research 

while continuing to add clarity and distinction to the unique manifestations of youth civic 

engagement that we study.   

This conceptualization of youth civic engagement, therefore, has important implications 

for research and practice.  For researchers, the boundaries placed around youth civic engagement 

can be instructive, particularly in theoretical or conceptual work, but the contextually dependent 

nature of these boundaries also presents a challenge for application.  For instance, how can 

researchers respond to our argument for the importance of allowing youth to identify the 

important communities in their own lives?  We offer two suggestions.  First, qualitative research 
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will be extremely valuable in allowing youth to articulate their own communities and nuance 

their discussions of their understandings of communities and their involvement therein.  Second, 

for quantitative work, it is important to build in as much flexibility of language as possible.  

Ideally, qualitative data collection should precede the development of questionnaires, allowing 

quantitative data collection instruments to be written in terms that are relevant to the context of 

the population of interest.  In cases where this is not possible, however, researchers could use 

more broad terms and instructions that allow youth to think about the communities relevant to 

them.  Even in cases where the researchers have assumed a particular community exists (e.g., 

investigating school climate where school is assumed to be a relevant community), allowing 

space for youth to indicate the extent to which they identify with the community of interest 

would allow for autonomous identification by youth, avoiding imposing a sense of community 

where one might not exist.  Together, these approaches to data collection allow for a greater 

degree of contextualization of youth civic engagement research.  

Although the arguments presented here are based on previous research and presented 

primarily to researchers, our conceptualization also has important implications for practitioners 

interested in promoting youth civic engagement.  Similar to our recommendations for 

researchers, we would encourage people working with youth to continue learning about the 

communities with which youth identify and the ways they already contribute to the greater good 

of those communities.  In addition to valuing youths’ existing connections and contributions, it is 

also critical that practitioners promote sociopolitical development, helping youth expand their 

thinking about influential systems in order to broaden their perceptions of injustice, opportunities 

for involvement, and possibilities for social change.  As researchers and practitioners 
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contextualize their understanding of youth civic engagement within the articulated boundaries, 

the possibilities for collaboration should increase as understandings and shared goals develop.    

Limitations 

The conceptualization of youth civic engagement presented here has several strengths, 

but we also acknowledge several limitations.  First, some scholars might question the theories 

and concepts we have chosen to apply to our conceptualization of youth civic engagement.  The 

theories and concepts employed here were selected due to their relevance to youth, their clear 

interpretation and application, and application to youth civic engagement in previous research.  

We acknowledge that other theories could have been selected here, but argue that the selected 

theories are relevant and useful for our conceptual task, and that they provide an excellent 

starting point for understanding youth civic engagement.       

Another possible point of contention might come from scholars who have labeled their 

research as youth civic engagement but whose specific topic does not fit within the 

conceptualization of youth civic engagement presented here.  At this point we remind those 

researchers that failing to call something youth civic engagement does not imply a value 

judgment of that concept; instead, it helps to highlight the unique aspects of those topics by 

refusing to conflate them with youth civic engagement.  Conversely, another possible criticism 

of this conceptualization is that it does not apply rigid boundaries, and that the contextually 

dependent concepts of community and the greater good allow too much variability to remain in 

operationalizations of youth civic engagement.  Although we recognize the potential frustration 

this variability could cause, the boundaries we have outlined here make a significant step toward 

increased consistency compared with previous conceptualizations while maintaining the highly 

contextually dependent nature of youth civic engagement.  We contend that further specification 
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in this definition would lead to the exclusion of behaviors that should, in particular contexts, be 

considered youth civic engagement.  The benefits gained from added specificity would be far 

outweighed by the value lost from excluding relevant behaviors that fail to conform to a more 

universal, constrained conceptualization of youth civic engagement.  

Finally, we anticipate that some scholars might argue that we have allowed the 

conceptualization of youth civic engagement to be too broad by failing to tie it to formal arenas 

of political participation.  In response to this criticism we argue that it is critical to bear in mind 

that this conceptualization is for youth civic engagement.  Because youth are often excluded 

from formal political arenas (e.g., the legal voting age in the U.S. is 18), it is critical that 

alternate civic spaces, here articulated as communities, are available as places where youth can 

practice civic engagement.  Our focus is on youth civic engagement as an important outcome in 

and of itself, not merely as a predictor of future, formal engagement in adulthood.  Therefore, 

constraining the conceptualization to political participation would be unnecessarily limiting and 

would exclude recognition of the meaningful and transformative engagement of countless youth. 

Conclusion  

Based on an extensive review of existing conceptualizations of youth civic engagement, 

particularly from the Handbook of Research on Civic Engagement in Youth, we have proposed a 

conceptualization of youth civic engagement in conjunction with an application of the important 

components: community and the greater good.  Based on this work, researchers should consider 

carefully their use of the term “youth civic engagement,” evaluating their specific 

conceptualization and operationalization when choosing how to discuss their research.  We 

believe that if scholars begin to assume this new conceptualization of youth civic engagement, 

we could create a tangible consistency across research in this field, allowing for a clearer space 
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within which research on youth civic engagement can move forward.  Youth civic engagement is 

incredibly important, for individual youth and for the flourishing of democratic societies.  

Promoting youth civic engagement has the potential to promote valuable skills in individuals, 

create more hopeful and compassionate communities, and further the cause of social justice in 

society.  Maintaining consistency in our conceptualization of youth civic engagement, and 

contextualizing youth civic engagement to particular communities, has the potential to add a 

greater strength and richness to research and practice in this field.  It is our hope that we as 

researchers will continue to understand and promote youth civic engagement in our communities 

to work toward this greater good.                
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CHAPTER III 

 

A Multilevel Latent Profile Analysis of Civic Engagement among Latin American Youth 

 

Abstract 

Youth enact civic engagement in diverse ways, with context likely shaping the expression of 

civic engagement.  Latent profile analysis provides a tool for examining different patterns of 

engagement among youth.  This study uses data from the Latin American countries in the IEA 

International Civic And Citizenship Education Study (ICCS) to examine patterns of current and 

future civic participation.  Specifically, multilevel latent profile analysis is used to examine 

whether meaningful latent profiles exist, whether profiles vary substantively across countries, 

and whether family and school-level contextual variables predict profile membership.  Results 

indicate that students report different patterns of current and anticipated future participation, and 

that family characteristics explain some of this variation. Implications for both research and 

practice, and limitations of the present study, are discussed.     
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Introduction 

This paper will consider whether student reports of current and future involvement in 

community and political activities manifest in meaningfully different typologies of engagement 

and whether those typologies are predicted by contextual variables.  The rationale for this project 

comes from recognition of the diverse ways that youth enact civic engagement, evidence 

demonstrating different patterns of engagement across individuals, and theoretical and empirical 

support for the importance of context in shaping expressions of civic engagement (e.g., Higgins-

D’Alessandro, 2010; Kassimir & Flanagan, 2010; Voight & Torney-Purta, 2013; Westheimer & 

Kahne, 2004; Zaff, Boyd, Li, Lerner, & Lerner, 2010).  Using data from the International 

Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement’s (IEA) International Civic and 

Citizenship Education Study (ICCS; Brese, Jung, Mirazchiyski, Schulz, & Zuehlke, 2011), this 

paper explores whether different patterns of civic participation are reflected in empirical data and 

whether family and school characteristics are predictive of profile membership.      

 Research on youth civic engagement has proliferated in recent decades, with current 

research reflecting a wide variety of disciplinary and theoretical perspectives (Sherrod, Torney-

Purta, & Flanagan, 2010).  The multidisciplinary growth of the field has resulted in a wide 

variety of understandings of the nature of youth civic engagement, including (among others) 

participation in formal civic organizations, participation in explicitly political endeavors, 

informal volunteering or community services, and activist oriented participation in social 

movements or community organizing (e.g., Eckstein, Noack, & Gniewosz, 2012; Horn, 2012; 

Kirshner, 2009; Walker, 2000; Youniss, McClellan, & Mazer, 2001).  Recent efforts have been 

made to clarify this diversity, summarizing similarities and differences across disciplines and 

developing a broad, contextually responsive definition of youth civic engagement (Karakos, 
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2013; Karakos, 2015).  These efforts have highlighted the importance of understanding youth 

civic engagement through increased consideration of the relevant ecological context.  A broad 

array of contextual factors have been demonstrated to shape youth civic engagement, including 

the historical context, the global context, the national context, the technological context, the 

school context, and the peer context (Bennett, Freelon, & Wells, 2010; Flanagan, Stoppa, 

Syvertsen, & Stout, 2010; Hart & Gullan, 2010; Haste, 2010; McLeod, Shah, Hess, & Lee, 2010; 

Torney-Purta, Amadeo, & Andolina, 2010; Wilkenfeld, Lauckhardt, & Torney-Purta, 2010).  

Research on youth civic engagement must therefore continue to address the complex interactions 

between context and engagement in order to create more robust and nuanced representations of 

youth civic engagement in its varied manifestations.    

 One empirical approach to describing the varied ways that youth enact civic engagement 

is to describe typologies of youths’ participation in their communities.  Three studies have 

proposed such typologies, with the content of each varying based on the format and content of 

the data and the methodological approach used to construct the typologies.  Westheimer and 

Kahne (2004) used data from surveys, interviews, and observations with staff members from two 

democratic education programs in the United States to identify three conceptualizations of a 

“good citizen” that could be fostered by civic education programs: the personally responsible 

citizen, the participatory citizen, and the justice-oriented citizen.  The personally responsible 

citizen obeys laws, pays taxes, and generally helps out in the community, for example through 

donating blood, contributing items to a food drive, or recycling (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004, p. 

240).  The participatory citizen is someone who is an active member of local community 

organizations and who takes on a leadership role, for example through initiating efforts to 

organize and execute a food drive or similar charitable program.  A justice-oriented citizen is 
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someone who applies a critical lens to social, political, or economic issues and seeks to change 

the systems that lead to injustice through social change efforts rather than alleviating the 

symptoms of injustice.  Westheimer and Kahne support their typologies with compelling 

theoretical and empirical evidence from adults working with youth; what’s missing, however, is 

empirical support for this typology based on student behavioral data, or empirical consideration 

of any other number of typologies (e.g., could a fourth type of “good citizen” be identified?).   

Pancer, Pratt, Hunsberger, and Alisat (2007) addressed some of the limitations of the 

Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) study by collecting behavioral data from students to identify 

patterns of student involvement in community and political life among Canadian adolescents.  

Using a cluster analysis, Pancer and colleagues (2007) identified four types of adolescents: 

activists who were highly involved in a variety of community and political activities; helpers 

who worked to assist others in their community but were not involved in politics; responders 

who reported helping when asked but did not initiate community or political activities; and 

uninvolved adolescents, who did not report participating in community or political activities.  

Although Pancer and colleagues provide empirical support for their typologies, the cluster 

analysis is not a model-based approach to considering types of engagement; in other words, their 

analyses did not allow for the systematic consideration and comparison of a model with four 

types of involvement to a model with three or five types of involvement.  This type of 

comparison would engender greater confidence that the identified number of clusters, or types, 

reflects the patterns of adolescent engagement present in the population. 

Latent class analysis provides a model-based approach to considering patterns of 

behavior in a population.  Voight and Torney-Purta (2013) employed this method in their study 

of typologies of civic engagement among urban middle school students.  Using attitudinal and 
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behavioral data, Voight and Torney-Purta identified three classes of civic involvement: 

moderates, those with relatively low civic attitudes and low behavioral engagement; 

sympathizers, those with high civic attitudes but low behavioral engagement; and actors, those 

with high civic attitudes and high behavioral engagement.  Voight and Torney-Purta thus provide 

evidence for typologies of civic engagement using a model-based approach, with evidence that 

these typologies predict relevant developmental outcomes lending additional validity.  One 

limitation of this study, however, is that students were all sampled from the same geographic 

area.  Additionally, as the authors acknowledge, only individual demographic characteristics 

were available to predict class membership, excluding potentially important characteristics of the 

school or family that might influence engagement.  Finally, Voight and Torney-Purta’s measure 

of civic engagement was relatively limited, comprised of 16 items measuring civic behaviors and 

civic attitudes.  

Although each of these studies presented evidence of typologies of youth civic engagement, 

they differed according to the number and content of typologies supported – often reflective of 

the way they were conceptualizing civic engagement.  Specifically, Westheimer and Kahne 

(2004) proposed different types of citizens, Pancer and colleagues (2007) proposed different 

types of civic participation, and Voight and Torney-Purta (2013) proposed different types of 

civic attitudes and behaviors.  The current study was not intended to support or contradict these 

typologies; instead, the current study investigated whether typologies exist in a broad sample, 

and whether we might understand variations in typologies partially as a function of context.  We 

propose that the identified typologies were a result of the content included (here, current and 

future civic participation), the methodological approach, and students’ specific family, school, 

and national contexts.  In order to explore the variation in types of civic participation, as well as 
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the influence of contextual variables on engagement, the present study addressed the following 

research questions using latent profile analysis:  

1. Are there profiles of civic participation among adolescents in the IEA International Civic 

and Citizenship Education Study? 

2. Do the identified latent profiles differ substantively across countries? 

3. Do family and school characteristics predict membership in different profiles? 

For hypothesis one, based on the diversity of civic engagement evinced throughout the research 

literature, we hypothesize that there are profiles of civic engagement, although we do not have a-

priori hypotheses about how many or what types of profiles we expect to observe.  For 

hypothesis two, we predict that the identified profiles of engagement and/or the proportions of 

students in different profiles will differ across countries.  For hypothesis three, we hypothesize 

that contextual variables will predict class membership, although the nature of these relationships 

is exploratory.    

Method 

The IEA International Civic and Citizenship Education Study 

 The IEA International Civic and Citizenship Study (ICCS) was carried out in 2009 in 38 

countries, and was the third large-scale study of civic engagement and citizenship education by 

IEA (Brese et al., 2011).  Data were collected from over 140,000 fourteen-year old students 

(mostly 8th grade) as well as from teachers and principals at each sampled school.  Students were 

surveyed about their civic knowledge, attitudes, perceptions, behaviors, and intentions for future 

engagement.  For a detailed report of this study, including information about selection of 

countries and sampling methods, see Schulz, Fraillon, and Ainley (2013).  The breadth of 

measures focusing on diverse aspects of civic engagement and education, the international 
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setting, the rigorous approach to data collection, and the large sample size all make this data set 

well suited to address the present research questions.     

Participants 

Student participants in this study were sampled from a targeted population of students 

who were, on average for a particular grade, at least 13.5 years or older at the time the 

questionnaire was administered (usually in eighth grade).  A two-stage sampling procedure was 

used: stage one identified a random sample of schools from a particular country, and stage two 

identified one classroom within the sampled school that fit the student age criteria.  Students 

from those classrooms then completed surveys.  Teachers from the sampled grade level also 

completed surveys, as did principals from each selected school.  

Participants in the initial sample included over 140,000 students from 38 countries. 

This sample size is so large that it presents several issues in conducting a latent profile analysis.  

The first issue with this sample size is that the modeling procedures are likely to suggest a model 

with an extremely large number of classes, some of which will be of minor importance, resulting 

in identified profiles that are not meaningfully interpretable.  The second problem with this large 

sample size is that the obtained model fit indices that penalize for sample size will not function 

in ways that have been studied in existing simulations which involve more typical sample sizes 

(e.g., N=500 to N=5,000).  Significance tests will be less interpretable because the sample size 

here approaches a census.  In other words, almost any significance test will indicate statistically 

significant results (e.g., suggesting that adding additional classes will significantly improve the 

model fit), making determinations of the correct model or appropriate model parameters 

particularly difficult.  Finally, a sample size this large renders model estimation procedures that 

involve numerical integration (e.g., the multilevel mixtures used here) burdensome, even when 
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using advanced software such as Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2015).  Although having a 

large sample size does enable estimation of a more complex model, the issues discussed above 

make capitalizing on that advantage difficult; therefore, the sample size had to be reduced.   

In order to select a meaningful subgroup, we sampled only participants from Latin 

American countries (Chile, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Mexico, and Paraguay).  

There are several reasons for choosing this subgroup.  First, all six countries report Spanish as 

the primary language, creating a level of consistency across countries.  Additionally, students 

from all six countries completed a Latin America questionnaire supplement, providing additional 

context-specific data for analyses.  Finally, student and school questionnaire data from each of 

these countries were complete and did not report any issues (as did some European countries).  

This subsample yielded a total n=29,962 students from n=1,027 schools in six countries, a 

sample size more comparable to what has been used in other studies employing multilevel latent 

profile analyses (e.g., Morselli & Passini, 2012; Rindskopf, 2006; Yang & Hsieh, 2013).        

Measures 

All of the relevant measures used in the IEA ICCS study are described below.  All 

dependent variables and school-level variables are construct scores developed by IEA, with item 

response modeling used to scale the constructs, which were then rescaled to produce a mean of 

50 and standard deviation of 10 for each construct.  Confirmatory factor analysis was used to 

ensure that the measurement models were supported across all participating countries; the 

international and country-specific internal consistencies are reported for each measure (Table 1).  

For full details about the development and scoring of each measure, refer to the user guide 

(Brese et al., 2011) and technical report (Schulz, Ainley, & Fraillon, 2011; Schulz, Ainley, 

Fraillon, Kerr, & Losito, 2009).    
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Dependent variables – civic engagement at the student level.  The following eight 

measures assessed some aspect of civic engagement, including current participation in the school 

and local community, intentions for future political and informal engagement, and likelihood of 

engaging in future legal and illegal protest activities.  Although a number of related constructs 

were also available in the IEA ICCS data, these eight constructs were selected for their focus on 

civic engagement, both current and intended future participation, in contrast to the focus of other 

constructs on civic attitudes and civic knowledge.  These eight constructs, however, do not 

encapsulate the full breadth of dimensions of civic engagement among youth, but instead capture 

the full breadth represented in the ICCS data (currently the most exhaustive international 

Table 1. Internal consistencies for composite scores in the international sample and in each Latin American country.  
Measure Items Inter-

national 
Sample 

Chile Colombia Domini-
can 

Republic 

Guate
mala 

Mexico Paraguay 

Political discussion 
(PolDisc) 

4 .72 .66 .67 .61 .68 .64 .64 

Civic participation in the 
community (PartCom) 

7 .74 .71 .71 .69 .71 .73 .68 

Civic participation at school 
(PartSchl) 

6 .55 .62 .63 .64 .61 .66 .59 

Legal protest  
(LegProt) 

6 .79 .80 .73 .76 .75 .76 .75 

Illegal protest  
(IllProt) 

3 .83 .77 .82 .78 .80 .83 .73 

Electoral participation 
(ElecPart) 

3 .82 .90 .77 .72 .72 .77 .72 

Political participation 
(PolPart) 

4 .81 .83 .83 .82 .86 .84 .77 

Informal participation 
(InfPart) 

4 .82 .85 .82 .80 .82 .80 .80 

Nat’l Ind. of Socioeconomic 
Background (NISB) 

3  .64 .61 .50 .61 .63 .66 

School discussion of civic 
issues (SchDisc) 

9   .84* .85 .85 .83 .85 .85 .82 

Student opportunities 
(ScStudOp) 

7 .75 .79 .80 .75 .87 .81 .84 

Community social tension 
(ComSocT) 

12 .88 .87 .90 .86 .86 .83 .83 

*Overall reliability computed for countries from Latin America only.  
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database on youth civic engagement).  It is therefore possible that youths’ civic engagement 

varies across contexts in ways not captured in the present participation-focused data.       

Discussion of political and social issues outside of school (PolDisc).  Students reported 

how often they engaged in each of the following activities outside of school: talking with parents 

or friends about political or social issues, and talking with parents or friends about what is 

happening in other countries.  Responses were provided on a 4-point Likert scale, from “never or 

hardly ever” to “daily or almost daily,” with higher scale scores indicating more frequent 

participation.      

Civic participation in the wider community (PartCom).  Students reported whether they 

have ever been involved in any of seven groups, clubs, or organizations: a youth organization 

affiliated with a political party or union, an environmental organization, a human rights 

organization, a voluntary group doing something to help the community, an organization 

collecting money for a social cause, a cultural organization based on ethnicity, and a group of 

young people campaigning for an issue.  Responses were provided on a 3-point Likert scale 

indicating whether they never participated, participated more than a year ago, or participated 

within the past 12 months, with higher scores indicating more frequent participation.  

Participation in school-based civic activities (PartSchl).  Students indicated whether 

they did any of the following at school: participating (voluntarily) in school-based music or 

drama activities, actively participating in a debate, voting for a class representative or school 

parliament, taking part in decision-making about how the school is run, taking part in discussions 

at a school assembly, or becoming a candidate for class representative or school parliament.  

Responses were provided on a 3-point Likert scale indicating whether they never participated, 
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participated more than a year ago, or participated within the past 12 months, with higher scores 

indicating more frequent participation.  

Students’ expected participation in future legal protest (LegPart).  Students indicated 

whether they would take part in any of six forms of legal protest in the future: writing a letter to a 

newspaper, wearing a badge or t-shirt expressing your opinion, contacting an elected 

representative, taking part in a peaceful march or rally, collecting signatures for a petition, or 

choosing not to buy certain products.  Responses were provided on a 4-point Likert scale 

indicating whether they would certainly do this, would probably do this, would probably not do 

this, or would certainly not do this, with higher scores indicating a greater likelihood of 

participation. 

Students’ expected participation in future illegal protest (IllPart).  Students indicated 

whether they would take part in any of three forms of illegal protest in the future: spray-painting 

protest slogans on walls, blocking traffic, or occupying public buildings.  Responses were 

provided on a 4-point Likert scale indicating whether they would certainly do this, would 

probably do this, would probably not do this, or would certainly not do this, with higher scores 

indicating a greater likelihood of participation. 

Students’ expected adult electoral participation (ElecPart). Students indicated whether 

they thought they would do the following three things as an adult: vote in local elections, vote in 

national elections, or get information about candidates before voting in an election.  Responses 

were provided on a 4-point Likert scale indicating whether they would certainly do this, would 

probably do this, would probably not do this, or would certainly not do this, with higher scores 

indicating greater expected adult participation. 
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Students’ expected adult participation in political activities (PolPart). Students 

indicated whether they thought they would do the following four things as an adult: help a 

candidate or party during an election campaign, join a political party, join a trade union, or stand 

as a candidate in a local election.  Responses were provided on a 4-point Likert scale indicating 

whether they would certainly do this, would probably do this, would probably not do this, or 

would certainly not do this, with higher scores indicating greater expected adult participation. 

Students’ expected future informal political participation (InfPart).  Students indicated 

whether they expected to do the following as a young person (in the next few years): talk to 

others about political and social issues, write to a newspaper about political and social issues, 

contribute to an online discussion forum about social and political issues, or join an organization 

for a political or social cause.  Responses were provided on a 4-point Likert scale indicating 

whether they would certainly do this, would probably do this, would probably not do this, or 

would certainly not do this, with higher scores indicating greater expected participation. 

 Measures of individual context.  In order to maintain more parsimonious models, we 

limited the number of covariates in the model.  Two family-level characteristics were included: 

parents’ interest in political and social issues, and family socioeconomic background, both of 

which have been shown to be predictive of youth civic engagement (Bogard & Sherrod, 2008; 

Cicognani, Zani, Fournier, Gavray, & Born, 2012; Nelson & Gastic, 2009; Pancer et al., 2007).  

Additional covariates were considered, and the present variables were selected as a result of their 

relatively high correlations with the outcome variables.  Students reported their mother’s and 

father’s interest in social or political issues (0=not interested at all, 1=not very interested, 2=quite 

interested, or 3=very interested), and these ratings for each parent were combined into a measure 

of parents’ interest.  Students also reported their parents’ highest occupational status, parents’ 
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highest educational attainment, and the approximate number of books in the home.  These items 

were used to derive a composite measure, national index of socioeconomic background (NISB).  

Composite scores were converted into z-scores with a mean of zero and standard deviation of 

one for each national dataset, with higher scores indicating higher socioeconomic background.     

Measures of school context. Reports from school principals and students were used as 

indicators of the school context.  Although additional covariates of interest were available in the 

data, we limited the number of predictors included in the model for the sake of parsimony.  

Three school-level characteristics were included: frequency of discussion about political and 

social issues in school, opportunities for student participation, and perceived social tensions in 

the community, all of which have been shown to be associated with youth civic participation and 

civic attitudes (Foster-Fishman, Cantillon, Pierce, Van Egeren, 2007; Kahne & Middaugh, 2008; 

Rubin, 2007; Torney-Purta, 2002).  Additional covariates were considered, and the present 

variables were selected as a result of their relatively high correlations with the outcome 

variables.   

Students’ reports of discussion of civic issues at school (SchDisc).  Students reported on 

a supplement for Latin American countries their perceptions of the frequency of discussion about 

civic issues at school.  Specifically, they indicated how much the following nine topics had been 

discussed: rights and duties you assume as a citizen when you become an adult; consequences of 

consuming illegal drugs; integration of people with different sexual tendencies and orientations 

in the community; discrimination against people with different sexual orientation; advantages 

and disadvantages of non-governmental organizations operating in a democratic country; 

integration of people with different cultural backgrounds in the school, neighborhood, or 

community; respect for different religious rites; facilities that people with mental and physical 
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disabilities should have in different environments (e.g., school, street, workplace); and 

difficulties encountered by people with AIDS being accepted by society.  Responses were 

provided on a 4-point Likert scale indicating whether they discuss this not at all, a little, 

sometimes, or often, with higher scores indicating more frequent discussion.  Student reports 

were then aggregated to the school level, creating one score for each school.   

Principals’ perceptions of students’ opportunities for participation (ScStudOp).  School 

principals reported their perceptions about the opportunities available to students in their schools 

to participate in seven types of activities: activities related to the environment; human rights 

projects; activities related to underprivileged people or groups; cultural activities (e.g., theater, 

music, or cinema); multicultural and intercultural initiatives within the local community; 

campaigns to raise people’s awareness, such as AIDS World Day; and activities related to 

improving facilities for the local community (for example, public gardens or libraries).  

Responses were provided on a 4-point Likert scale, indicating whether these opportunities were 

available to all or nearly all students, most students, some students, or hardly any/not offered at 

school, with higher values indicating greater perceived opportunities for students to participate.      

Principals’ perceptions of sources of social tension in the community (ComSocT).  

School principals indicated the extent to which they believed twelve issues were a source of 

tension in the school’s locality: immigration, poor quality of housing, unemployment, religious 

intolerance, ethnic conflicts, extensive poverty, organized crime, youth gangs, petty crime, 

sexual harassment, drug abuse, and alcohol abuse.  Responses were provided on a 4-point Likert 

scale indicating whether these issues are present to a large extent, to a moderate extent, to a small 

extent, or not at all, with higher values indicating higher levels of social tension.     



 

	  67 

 Weighting variables.  Due to the unequal probability of selection of students and schools 

from the population for the study sample, probability weights at the student-level and at the 

school-level were included in model estimation.  For a detailed description of how these weights 

were generated, refer to the IEA Technical Reports (Schulz et al., 2009).   

Analytic Plan 

 These data are publicly available, and basic cleaning and management have already been 

done.  These procedures are detailed in the user guide (Brese et al., 2011).  Missing data were 

dealt with in two ways.  For students missing data on items from a composite scale, the scale 

score was still computed (by IEA) using IRT as long as a response was provided for at least one 

item on the scale (see Brese et al., 2011).  Students missing data on some but not all dependent 

variables (here, indicators of civic engagement) were retained under missing at random (MAR) 

assumptions; those missing data on all measures of civic engagement were listwise deleted 

because they contributed no information to identifying the latent profiles.  When responses were 

missing for the contextual (predictor) variables, listwise deletion was used because the model is 

specified using a conditional likelihood treating predictors as fixed and fully observed.  Basic 

descriptive statistics, including number of valid responses, mean, and standard deviation are 

reported for each measure by country in Table 2.  Descriptive data were computed using the IEA 

IDB Analyzer in order to utilize the software’s ability to account for sampling bias when 

computing descriptive statistics (IEA, 2010).   

A person-centered approach.  In order to investigate whether typologies of civic 

engagement exist among adolescents in the IEA ICCS study and whether contextual variables 

predict those profiles, we utilized a person-centered approach to data analysis.  Prior research has 

used a variable-centered approach to consider the factor structure of measurements of civic  
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engagement (e.g., Bobek, Zaff, Li, & Lerner, 2009; Zaff, Boyd, Li, Lerner, & Lerner, 2010).  

Variable-centered approaches allow an examination of whether measures of civic engagement 

form a unified construct or load on to a number of different factors.  Although these questions 

are important, they are not the focus of the present study, and previous research has already taken 

this factor analytic approach.  A person-centered approach is especially important for 

considering youth civic engagement because it allows the unique patterns in which youth might 

Table 2. Means and standard deviations for dependent variables and student- and school-level predictors. 
 Chile Colombia Dominican 

Republic 
Guatemala Mexico Paraguay 

 N Mean 
(SD) 

N Mean 
(SD) 

N Mean 
(SD) 

N Mean 
(SD) 

N Mean 
(SD) 

N Mean 
(SD) 

Dependent Variables           
PolDisc 5151 49.33 

(9.11) 
5994 51.00 

(10.11) 
3940 52.02 

(10.09) 
3842 53.19 

(9.89) 
6439 47.85 

(9.70) 
3136 51.63 

(9.77) 
PartCom 5147 51.12 

(9.68) 
6027 55.24 

(9.79) 
4042 59.62 

(9.62) 
3863 57.69 

(9.43) 
6444 52.85 

(9.81) 
3164 57.10 

(9.27) 
PartSchl 5143 51.95 

(8.69) 
6035 53.07 

(8.91) 
4031 52.98 

(10.10) 
3877 55.42 

(8.53) 
6452 49.73 

(9.81) 
3184 54.36 

(8.97) 
LegProt 5062 53.65 

(10.90) 
5613 54.95 

(8.65) 
3482 57.25 

(10.28) 
3701 53.55 

(9.14) 
6050 53.11 

(9.98) 
2787 52.46 

(9.51) 
IllProt 5045 52.55 

(9.72) 
5503 49.85 

(9.73) 
3271 54.93 

(10.13) 
3645 49.64 

(9.66) 
5969 51.71 

(10.36) 
2703 52.92 

(9.29) 
ElecPart 5046 49.83 

(12.37) 
5489 53.67 

(8.89) 
3358 52.22 

(9.45) 
3650 55.32 

(8.28) 
5974 53.05 

(9.28) 
2699 52.75 

(8.91) 
PolPart 5040 48.67 

(11.39) 
5460 53.40 

(10.21) 
3299 57.42 

(11.10) 
3639 52.46 

(11.39) 
5945 54.50 

(10.93) 
2681 54.62 

(10.06) 
InfPart 5013 50.18 

(11.32) 
5407 54.65 

(9.87) 
3305 57.02 

(10.78) 
3632 55.40 

(9.94) 
5950 53.71 

(10.55) 
2666 52.92 

(9.95) 
Family Variables           
ParInt 5115 1.72 

(.82) 
5905 1.79 

(.93) 
4366 1.58 

(1.06) 
3908 1.87 

(.90) 
6469 1.63 

(.90) 
3291 1.64 

(.94) 
NISB 5171 .18 

(1.05) 
6198 0.05 

(.98) 
4548 0.01 

(1.00) 
3990 0.00 

(.97) 
6562 0.06 

(.97) 
3374 0.06 

(1.00) 
School Variables           
SchDisc 5104 50.35 

(9.66) 
5912 50.48 

(10.10) 
4024 47.81 

(10.63) 
3878 51.59 

(10.28) 
6430 49.96 

(9.94) 
3121 49.56 

(8.95) 
ScStudOp 5192 46.06 

(8.90) 
6165 48.75 

(9.12) 
4532 51.85 

(9.74) 
3994 49.18 

(12.46) 
6516 51.06 

(9.67) 
3385 54.37 

(10.96) 
ComSocT 5192 55.88 

(10.12) 
6184 58.70 

(8.68) 
4494 58.45 

(9.35) 
3961 62.18 

(7.68) 
6516 57.07 

(8.60) 
3399 56.51 

(7.38) 
Note: All values are weighted means and standard deviations, except the NISB which is unweighted (unweighted scores 
produced an average of 0 and standard deviation of 1). Refer to the description of measures for construct names and 
scoring details. All dependent variables and school variables are scaled to produce an international average (across all 
countries) of 50 with a standard deviation of 10.  
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engage (or not engage) to be depicted in the data without confining youth to either be high or low 

on predetermined types of civic engagement.  Person-centered analyses capture unique profiles 

of engagement that might be lost in a variable-centered approach.  As described above, other 

researchers have also taken a person-centered approach to youth civic engagement (Pancer et al., 

2007; Voight & Torney-Purta, 2013).  In the present study, the person-centered approach enabled 

us to determine whether distinct profiles of civic engagement were observed in the data and 

whether contextual characteristics predicted those profiles.  

 A multi-level latent profile analysis.  In order to address our research questions, we 

conducted a multilevel latent profile analysis using Mplus version 7.11 statistical software 

(Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2014).  A traditional latent profile analysis (LPA) approach assumes 

that observations in the data are independent.  However, due to the nested structure of our data – 

students sampled from within schools from within countries – there is shared error variance 

present at the school and country level that is not accounted for in standard LPA approaches.  In 

order to examine the degree of shared variance at the school and country level, the intra-class 

correlation (ICC) was computed for each outcome variable and is reported in Table 3.  ICCs 

were computed separately for each measure of youth civic engagement for the sample of youth  

 

Table 3. Intraclass correlations for the sample of Latin American countries for each outcome. 
Variable Average School 

Cluster N 
ICC (school-level) Average Country 

Cluster N 
ICC (country-

level) 
     
PolDisc 27.78 .045 4750.33 .028 
PartCom 27.96 .091 4781.17 .077 
PartSchl 27.99 .068 4787.00 .030 
LegProt 26.07 .027 4449.17 .029 
IllProt 25.52 .045 4356.00 .030 
ElecPart 25.65 .041 4369.33 .026 
PolPart 25.48 .060 4344.00 .050 
InfPart 25.41 .037 4328.83 .041 
Average 26.48 .052 4520.73 .039 
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from all Latin American countries, with no predictors included in the model.  For all models, M-

plus software was used, and the appropriate weights for student and school-level data were 

included (as recommended in the IEA user guide; Brese et al., 2011).  The variance attributable 

to the school-level ranged from 2.7 to 9.1 percent (average across outcomes, 5.2%), and the 

variance attributable to the country level ranged from 2.6 to 7.7 percent (average across 

outcomes, 3.9%).  As explained by Muthén and Satorra (1995), even a relatively small ICC can 

have a meaningful effect on the data when the sample size and number of clusters is large.  Our 

data include a large number of both (j=1,027 schools and i=29,962 students), making it important 

that we modeled the between school variance in addition to the within-school variance.  In order 

to account for the nested structure of the data of students within schools, we used a multi-level 

LPA (Henry & Muthén, 2010).  Specifically, we fit a two-level model with students nested 

within schools.  Mplus cannot accommodate three levels of nesting; therefore, we elected to only 

model school-level variance using multilevel modeling (because the school-level variance was 

greater than the country-level variance), fitting two-level models for each country and then 

substantively comparing the resulting models. 

Multilevel latent profile analysis is a relatively new methodology, with most reports 

using this approach published in the last ten years.  Therefore, consensus has not yet been 

achieved around the best way to model complex nested data.  Specifically, both parametric and 

nonparametric models have been suggested, with some simulations supporting use of parametric 

models (Henry & Muthén, 2010) and others supporting the use of nonparametric models (Finch 

& French, 2014; Finch & Marchant, 2013).  The present study employed a nonparametric 

approach.  The non-parametric approach allowed modeling of latent profiles at both levels of the 

nested structure – here, modeling profiles of individuals and profiles of schools, with school-
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level latent profiles based on the random means from the student-level latent profile solutions.  

The non-parametric approach allowed a more meaningful interpretation of the profiles and the 

effect of context on profiles than a parametric approach would have allowed, while still 

sufficiently reducing the computational burden.  

Figure 1 provides a visual representation of the non-parametric model (Finch & 

Marchant, 2013).  In this model, the latent profiles are identified within clusters (schools), and 

the means of the identified clusters within each school are used as indicators to identify the 

school-level latent profiles.  For example, if student-level analyses indicated three latent profiles 

with students reporting low, moderate, and high levels of engagement across all eight indicators, 

the school-level latent profiles might indicate two profiles of schools – those with students 

reporting high levels of engagement, and those with students reporting low or moderate levels of 

engagement.  The nonparametric approach also allowed inclusion of covariates hypothesized to 

predict class membership at either the student or the school level.  Thus, this analytic approach 

yielded meaningful information about the ways that students reported engaging, and about the 

ways that contextual variables predicted profiles of engagement.    

In order to select the best-fitting model for each country, we followed a three-step model-

fitting procedure as recommended by Lukočienė, Varriale, and Vermunt (2010).  This procedure 

involved first selecting the best-fitting number of level-one profiles; then, fixing the number of 

level-one profiles as identified in step one while selecting the best-fitting number of level-two 

profiles.  As a final check the number of level-two profiles identified in step two was then fixed 

to re-select the number of level-one profiles, in case they had changed from step one.  All models 

include multilevel weights constructed according to the instructions in the IEA ICCS user guide 

(Schulz et al., 2009), following procedures in Sterba (2009).  Furthermore, all models were fit  
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Figure 1. A nonparametric two-level mixture model with eight level-one indicators. 
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with all student- and school-level covariates in the model (Vermunt, 2003).  In the student-level 

model, means and variances were free to vary across profiles; in the school-level model, means 

were free to vary but variances were constrained to zero.  This constraint was imposed in order to 

reduce the computational burden of the model and because we did not have any substantive 

questions relating to the school-level variance.      

The model fit indices – BIC, AIC, adjusted BIC, and entropy – were compared to 

determine the number of classes that best fit the data.  The BIC (Bayesian Information Criteria; 

Schwartz, 1978) and the AIC (Akaike’s Information Criteria; Akaike, 1974) both penalize for 

model complexity, and a lower value indicates a better fitting model.  The adjusted BIC is 

similar to the AIC and BIC but includes a sample-size adjustment that was useful here given our 

large sample size (Henson, Reise, & Kim 2007).  Entropy indicates the accuracy with which we 

have categorized people into latent profiles, with higher values indicating higher classification 

accuracy (Jedidi, Jagpal, & Desarbo, 1997).  Entropy quantifies how well the identified profiles 

are separated, and thus how well students (and schools) can be classified into profiles, and can be 

helpful in selecting the most parsimonious and interpretable model (Lukočienė et al., 2010).  

Because no single model-fit index is sufficient to decide the number of profiles, we considered 

AIC, BIC, adjusted-BIC, and entropy, along with interpretability of the identified profiles, to 

select the best-fitting model.  

Results 

Selecting the Number of Student- and School-Level Profiles 

 Table 4 presents model fit indices for all six models, reported by step.  The first step 

fixed the number of school-level profiles to one and then selected the best-fitting number of 

student-level profiles. The second step fixed the number of student-level profiles to the number  
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Table 4. Model fit indices for nonparametric multilevel latent profile analyses by country. 
 AIC BIC Adjusted BIC Entropy 
Step 1.     
Chile     
1-between profiles     
   2 within 299011.61 299279.66 299149.38 .76 
   3 within 296721.38 297113.66 296923.00 .75 
   4 within NA NA NA NA 
Colombia     
1-between profiles     
   2 within 316402.77 316676.78 316546.50 .67 
   3 within NA NA NA NA 
Dominican Republic     
1-between profiles     
   2-within 198517.42 198778.87 198648.59 .56 
   3-within 196029.32 196411.93 196221.28 .62 
   4-within NA NA NA NA 
Guatemala     
1-between profiles     
   2-within 212014.15 212271.16 212140.88 .70 
   3-within 210612.46 210988.57 210797.92 .68 
   4-within NA NA NA NA 
Mexico     
1-between profiles     
   2-within 357449.07 357726.80 357596.51 .70 
   3-within 354606.65 355013.08 354822.41 .68 
   4-within 353253.66 353788.79 353537.75 .68 
   5-within NA NA NA NA 
Paraguay     
1-between profiles     
   2-within 155642.71 155892.53 155762.25 .64 
   3-within 154130.01 154495.60 154304.95 .65 
   4-within 153647.55 154128.91 153877.89 .62 
   5-within 153443.88 154041.01 153729.62 .60 
Step 2.     
Chile     
3-within profiles     
   1-between 296721.38 297113.66 296923.00 .75 
   2-between 292781.08 293486.95 293143.76 .85* 
   3-between 294848.87 295907.68 295392.90 .93* 
Colombia     
2-within profiles     
   1-between 316402.77 316676.78 316546.50 .67 
   2-between 308909.93 309389.03 309160.23 .84* 
   3-between NA NA NA NA 
Dominican Republic     
3-within profiles     
   1-between 196029.32 196411.93 196221.28 .62 
   2-between 192871.81 193549.64 193206.46 .85* 
   3-between NA NA NA NA 
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Guatemala 
3-within profiles     
   1-between 210612.46 210988.57 210797.92 .68 
   2-between 204175.54 204849.27 204506.10 .81* 
   3-between 205608.48 206619.08 206104.32 .89* 
Mexico     
3-within profiles     
   1-between 354606.65 355013.08 354822.41 .68 
   2-between 346381.10 347110.70 346767.51 .81 
   3-between NA NA NA NA 
Paraguay     
3-within profiles     
   1-between 154130.01 154495.60 154304.95 .65 
   2-between 153283.38 153937.51 153594.35 .87 
   3-between 153319.24 154300.44 153785.69 .89* 
Step 3.      
Chile     
1-between profile     
   2-within 299011.61 299279.66 299149.38 .76 
   3-within 296721.38 297113.66 296923.00 .75 
   4-within NA NA NA NA 
Colombia     
1-between profile     
   2-within 316402.77 316676.78 316546.50 .67 
   3-within NA NA NA NA 
   4-within NA NA NA NA 
Dominican Republic     
1-between profile     
   2-within 198517.42 198778.87 198648.59 .56 
   3-within 196029.32 196411.93 196221.28 .62 
   4-within NA NA NA NA 
Guatemala     
1-between profiles     
   2-within 212014.15 212271.16 212140.88 .70 
   3-within 210612.46 210988.57 210797.92 .68 
   4-within NA NA NA NA 
Mexico     
2-between profiles     
   2-within 345335.97 345822.37 345593.57 .67 
   3-within 346381.10 347110.70 346767.51 .82* 
   4-within 345869.42 346842.22 346384.62 .79* 
Paraguay     
2-between profiles     
   2-within 151159.55 151595.63 151366.86 .65 
   3-within 153283.38 153937.51 153594.35 .87* 
   4-within 151825.43 152697.60 152240.05 .83* 
Note: NA indicates that the model did not terminate normally, and therefore no fit statistics are available. 
* indicates that an error in the model estimation suggests that the model is not the best-fitting solution for the data. 
Boxed models at each step note the number of profiles selected based on model-fit indices, entropy, and parsimony.  
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identified in the first step, and then selected the best-fitting number of school-level profiles. 

Finally, the third step fixed the number of school-level profiles to the number identified in step 

two and then re-selected the best-fitting number of student-level profiles. The resulting models 

favored relatively small numbers of profiles, with resulting models ranging from two to three 

student-level profiles and one to two school-level profiles.  For all decisions about the 

appropriate number of profiles a combination of model fit indices (AIC, BIC, Adjusted BIC), 

classification accuracy (entropy), and overall model parsimony were considered.  Some models 

encountered errors (e.g., non-positive definite) when adding additional profiles, resulting in the 

selection of simpler models, sometimes in contrast to the models suggested by model-fit indices.     

Describing Latent Profiles at the Student- and School-Level  

Figures 2-7 depict the means for each of the latent profiles on the indicator variables, 

separated by country.  For each figure, the profiles have been named according to their mean 

levels as indicated in the key.  In general, profiles were distinguished according to relatively 

higher and lower levels of engagement, with particularly clear separation emerging in the 

distinction between levels of current engagement and levels of anticipated future engagement.  

The latent profiles also tended to be distinct around two measures of civic engagement – 

anticipated participation in legal and illegal protest activities, with responses on these constructs 

often differing from overall levels of responses on the other six constructs.  In addition to these 

similarities across profiles of youth civic engagement in Latin American countries, we can also 

identify substantive differences that emerge across countries.  For example, only two profiles are 

identified in Colombia, with most youth there reporting average or above-average current and 

future engagement; in contrast one of the three profiles identified in Chile reports below average 

expectations for future electoral, political, and informal engagement.  Youth in two of the three  
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Figure 2. Means for students in Chile by latent profile, with proportion of students in each 
profile.  
 

 
 
 
Figure 3. Means for students in Colombia by latent profile, with proportion of students in each 
profile. 
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Figure 4. Means for students in Dominican Republic by latent profile, with proportion of 
students in each profile.  
 

 
 
 
Figure 5. Means for students in Guatemala by latent profile, with proportion of students in each 
profile. 
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Figure 6. Means for students in Mexico by latent profile, with proportion of students in each 
profile. 
 

 
 
 
Figure 7. Means for students in Paraguay by latent profile, with proportion of students in each 
profile. 
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profiles identified in Dominican Republic report particularly high levels of participation in the 

community relative to other forms of current participation, and youth comprising another profile 

report particularly high expectations for participation in legal protest activities.     

The models identified in both Mexico and Paraguay had two student-level and two 

school-level profiles (models identified in Chile, Colombia, Dominican Republic, and Guatemala  

had only one school-level profile). This produces a total of four possible profiles of means for 

students, as depicted in Figure 6 and Figure 7.  For each profile of school identified, it is possible 

to have each of the two profiles of students present in a given school.  For Mexico, we can 

interpret the student- and school-level profiles as follows.  Schools tend to have two profiles of 

students – one type of school tends to have students with relatively higher current participation 

and relatively lower expected future participation, and the other type of school tends to have 

students with relatively lower current participation and relatively higher expected future 

participation (as shown in Figure 8).  Students in these two types of schools, as shown in Figure 

6, can vary in terms of the mean level at which this pattern is observed.  In other words, one 

profile of student tends to have relatively lower current engagement, and lower or moderate 

engagement (depending on the type of school the student attends); the other student profile tends 

to have relatively higher current and future engagement, again with the level depending on the 

type of school the student attends.  Similarly for Paraguay, we can interpret the school-level 

profiles as indicating that some schools are more likely to have students who report relatively 

higher current engagement, particularly in terms of community engagement, and relatively 

moderate expected future participation, and other schools are more likely to have students who 

report slightly less current participation, but are likely to report relatively higher levels of  
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Figure 8. Average means for school-level latent profiles in Mexico, with proportion of schools in 
each profile. 
 

 
 
Figure 9. Average means for school-level latent profiles in Paraguay, with proportion of schools 
in each profile. 
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Table 5. Odds ratios and confidence intervals for covariates predicting class membership. 

 
 

Reference 
class 

Odds Ratio Confidence Interval p-value 
 

Chile     
  P1 on ParInt P3 1.51 1.29 – 1.78 <.001 
  P1 on NISB P3 0.85 0.76 – 0.95  .02 
  P2 on ParInt P3 2.35 2.09 – 2.64 <.001 
  P2 on NISB P3 0.87 0.78 – 0.97 .034 
Colombia     
  P1 on ParInt P2 0.55 0.50 – 0.61 <.001 
  P1 on NISB P2 1.20 1.08 – 1.33 .006 
Dominican Rep.     
  P1 on ParInt P3 0.64 0.55 – 0.74 <.001 
  P1 on NISB P3 1.26 1.08 – 1.46 .013 
  P2 on ParInt P3 0.97 0.86 – 1.08 .612 
  P2 on NISB P3 1.10 0.98 – 1.23 .192 
Guatemala     
  P1 on ParInt P3 0.59 0.50 – 0.69 <.001 
  P1 on NISB P3 1.51 1.31 – 1.74 <.001 
  P2 on ParInt P3 1.62 1.39 – 1.89 <.001 
  P2 on NISB P3 0.91 0.71 – 1.16 .51 
Mexico     
  P1L1 on ParInt P2L1 0.51 0.46 – 0.57 <.001 
  P1L1 on NISB P2L1 1.08 0.96 – 1.22 .28 
  P1L2 on SchDisc P2L2 0.00 0 .43 
  P1L2 on StudOp P2L2 0.00 0 .89 
  P1L2 on ComSocT P2L2 0.00 0 .84 
Paraguay     
  P1L1 on ParInt P2L1 0.54 0.48 – 0.61  <.001 
  P1L1 on NISB P2L1 1.00 0.90 – 1.12 .97 
  P1L2 on SchDisc P2L2 0.00 -0.001 – 0.001 .96 
  P1L2 on StudOp P2L2 0.00 0 .89 
  P1L2 on ComSocT P2L2 0.00 0 .6 
Note: P indicates the profile; L1 and L2 indicate the student-level and school-level, respectively. 
 

 

expected future participation (as shown in Figure 9).  Again, students in these two types of 

schools vary in terms of the mean level at which this pattern is observed (Figure 7).          
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Family- and School-Level Covariates 

Table 5 reports the odds ratios for each of the covariates in predicting probability of class 

membership in each country.  Because the odds ratios are interpreted as the probability of being 

in one class in relation to another, the interpretation differs for the specific profiles in each  

country.  In general, we observe that parents’ interest is a significant predictor of students’ class 

membership in almost all instances, family socioeconomic background is predictive of students’ 

class membership in some – but not all – models, and school characteristics are not predictive of 

school-level profiles.   

In Chile, for example, we observe that, for the class with moderate current and future 

engagement (P1), holding other predictors constant, parents’ interest in political and social issues 

significantly increased the odds of being in this profile versus being in the third profile (P3; 

moderate current and protest, low future; OR=1.51, 95% CI [1.29, 1.78]); holding other 

predictors constant, higher family socioeconomic background significantly decreased the odds of 

being in the first profile versus being in the third (OR=0.85, 95% CI [0.76, 0.95]).  Similarly, we 

also observe that, for the profile with high current and future engagement (P2), holding other 

predictors constant, parents’ interest in political and social issues significantly increased the odds 

of being in this profile versus being in the third profile (P3; moderate current and protest, low 

future; OR=2.35, 95% CI [2.09, 2.64]); holding other predictors constant, higher family 

socioeconomic background significantly decreased the odds of being in the second profile versus 

being in the third (OR=0.87, 95% CI [0.78, 0.97]).  Thus, individuals in the third profile 

(moderate current and protest, low future) were more likely to have parents’ who were relatively 

less interested in political and social issues and to come from a family with a relatively higher 

socioeconomic background compared to students in the first and second profiles.  Interestingly, 
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this pattern – that more engaged students tend to report higher parental interest and relatively 

lower family socioeconomic background – is relatively consistent across the six countries, 

particularly for parental interest.  

Because student-level profiles can differ in mean level across the school-level profiles, 

the interpretation of the covariates becomes slightly more complex for students in Mexico and 

Paraguay where we have identified more than one school-level profile.  For students in Mexico, 

we observe that, for student profile one (low current and low or moderate future engagement, 

P1), holding other predictors constant, parents’ interest in political and social issues significantly 

decreased the odds of being in this profile versus being in the second student profile (moderate or 

high current and future, P2; OR=0.51, 95% CI [0.46, 0.57]); holding other predictors constant, 

family socioeconomic background did not significantly predict the odds of being in a particular 

student profile.  For Mexico, we can also interpret our school-level predictors.  We observe that, 

holding other predictors constant, in-school discussion of political and social issues, 

opportunities for student involvement, and social tensions in the local community did not 

significantly predict the odds of being in a particular type (profile) of school.  The school-level 

covariates were also not predictive of school-level profiles in Paraguay.   

Discussion 

 The models identified by the multilevel latent profile analysis support the hypothesis that 

typologies of youth civic engagement, comprised of eight composite measures of current and 

future civic participation, are observed in samples of youth in Latin American countries.  

Although similarities were certainly observed across the six countries, meaningful differences 

also existed.  It is not possible to systematically compare every similarity and difference, but 

some particularly interesting findings are worth mentioning.  For example, students in one 
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profile in Chile reported anticipated future participation – particularly political participation – 

that was noticeably lower than reports from youth in any other profile.  This profile of students is 

particularly interesting given their relatively moderate (less than a standard deviation below the 

average) reported levels of current participation and expected participation in protest activities.  

An exploration of the possible explanations for the pessimistic outlook on future participation 

among almost a third of Chilean youth in this sample would provide valuable information for 

both research and practice.  

Another interesting finding to note is the relatively high level of reported participation in 

the wider community across all countries, with almost all student profiles evincing higher levels 

of participation in the wider community than in school-based civic activities.  This pattern is 

particularly apparent among students in the Dominican Republic, where students in two profiles 

report levels of participation in the wider community that are noticeably higher than their 

reported current or future participation in other forms.  The exception to this trend is observed 

among Chilean youth, where reported participation in school-based civic activities exceeds 

reported participation in the wider community.   

 Finally, it is also interesting to note the differences across countries in intentions to 

participate in legal and illegal protest activities.  In Colombia, for example, there is little 

variability across the latent profiles in anticipated participation in illegal protest activities, with 

both profiles suggesting an average level of participation, but greater variability in anticipated 

participation in legal protest activities.  In contrast, youth in the Dominican Republic report 

relatively high levels of expected participation in both legal and illegal protest activities, with 

variability across profiles from average expected levels of participation to expected participation 

over a standard deviation above the average level.  Finally, profiles of students in both Mexico 
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and Paraguay vary noticeably in their anticipated levels of both legal and illegal protest 

activities.  These variations in latent profiles observed among students suggest that perhaps some 

countries, such as Mexico and Paraguay, foster greater variation in the degree to which 

individuals engage in protest activities, whereas other countries, such as Colombia, might have 

more restricted options or beliefs around participation in protest activities, particularly illegal 

protest activities.    

 As noted before, the profiles of students and schools identified here do not directly 

support or call into question the typologies identified by Westheimer and Kahne (2004), Pancer 

and colleagues (2007), or Voight and Torney-Purta (2013).  The content of the items used to 

generate the profiles here is most similar to the items used by Pancer and colleagues, particularly 

in terms of the focus on active civic participation.  Interestingly, we did not replicate the 

distinction between community- and political- involvement, but instead observed some 

differences between school-based participation and participation in the wider community, in 

addition to much more distinct differences between current and anticipated future engagement.  

The important conclusion drawn from the profiles identified here is not the specific content of 

the profiles; rather, the profiles are important in that they highlight the differences that can 

emerge in typologies of civic engagement, even across relatively similar contexts using the same 

data collection methods and instruments.  This nuance of profiles across countries instead 

suggests that the idea of universal typologies is not likely to be particularly helpful.  In other 

words, researchers or practitioners who are interested in understanding the patterns of 

engagement that might occur among youth are encouraged to closely consider context in their 

efforts to understand any typologies or patterns that might exist. 
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 The influence of context on the observed pattern of youth civic engagement is also 

observed in some – but not all – of our hypothesized covariates.  Family characteristics – 

including parents’ interest in social and political issues and socioeconomic background – are 

generally predictive of students’ probable class membership.  This supports our hypothesis that 

students’ family context will predict their enactment of civic engagement.  School 

characteristics, however, were not predictive of school-level profiles.  In other words, family 

characteristics were predictive of students’ patterns of individual engagement, but school level-

characteristics were not predictive of the type of students likely to be present in a school.  

Although the lack of significant predictive ability among the school-level covariates was 

surprising given previous research supporting the importance of school characteristics for student 

civic participation (Foster-Fishman, Cantillon, Pierce, Van Egeren, 2007; Kahne & Middaugh, 

2008; Rubin, 2007; Torney-Purta, 2002), it is possible that this would be more predictive of 

student-level profiles than of school-level profiles.  Future research should test whether school 

characteristics predict individual expressions of civic engagement.     

Limitations and Implications for Future Research 

 Findings presented here provide evidence of profiles of civic engagement that differ 

substantively across countries, with noticeable differences emerging in terms of youths’ current 

and anticipated future engagement.  These profiles, however, are limited by the content of the 

measures available in the ICCS data that were used to construct these profiles.  Noticeably 

missing from our data were any measures of more justice-oriented activism among youth.  For 

example, if a student was participating in a grassroots community organizing effort, it is not clear 

that his participation would have been well represented by the current measures, or that his 

participation would have looked different than more typical participation, such as community 
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service.  Additionally, the extent or intensity of participation was not captured in these measures.  

Future studies would benefit from a greater diversity of measures of current participation, 

including measures of the intensity of participation, perhaps conceptualizing current and future 

participation as constituting different profiles of engagement.   

 Another limitation of the present study was our inability to model cross-country 

differences systematically.  With the rapid advances in computational ability, it is conceivable 

that software will soon be able to accommodate a three-level latent profile analysis.  Until then, 

however, the three-level structure of the data resulted in a necessary analytic modification – 

modeling each country separately – that allowed substantive comparison of profiles, but not a 

more systematic analysis.  For example, we originally intended to evaluate whether country-level 

characteristics such as income inequality or conditions conducive to human development 

predicted profiles of civic engagement, but were not able to do so in the individual country 

datasets.  Although we could have modeled cross-country differences, for example using a multi-

group latent profile analysis, this approach would not have allowed us to examine the differences 

in profiles across each country.  Instead, this would have evaluated whether country-level 

characteristics predicted probability of profile membership in a group of profiles identified for 

the whole sample, an approach that would be advantageous for researchers specifically interested 

in the influence of country-level characteristics.  Other analytic decisions also influenced our 

results.  For example, our decision to allow means and variances to differ at the student-level, 

and to allow means to differ at the school level, influenced the pattern of results reported here.  

Future researchers might have substantive reasons to introduce different model constraints, 

which could produce a different pattern of results.  Our findings here, however, suggest the 

importance of allowing patterns to vary across important contextual levels. 
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 Future research would benefit not only from the addition of more justice-oriented 

measures of civic engagement and inclusion of country-level characteristics, but also from a 

mixed-methods design.  In the present study, for example, it would have been particularly 

interesting to have interview or focus group data from Chilean youth who report moderate 

current but very low anticipated future engagement.  Although those profiles are identified here, 

future research investigating why those profiles emerge, how youth describe their own 

engagement, and how individuals experience the ways their context facilitates or dampens 

current and intended future engagement.  More broadly, future research must continually work to 

incorporate individual context into our understanding of youth civic engagement.      

 For educators or practitioners working to facilitate youth civic engagement, the profiles 

identified here are a reminder that youth might be engaging in different ways, perhaps influenced 

by their parents’ interest in political and social issues.  Our evidence for typologies is not a call 

for practitioners to attempt to sort youth according to these profiles; rather, it is a reminder to 

work to understand the diverse ways youth enact engagement, and to work to understand 

individual context when supporting youths’ engagement in their schools and communities.   

The findings discussed here suggest that youth are engaging and intending to engage in 

their communities, in their schools, in protest activities, in political activities, and in informal 

activities in a variety of ways, and that some aspects of context – including national and family 

characteristics – predict different patterns of engagement.  As a result, it is critical that scholars 

studying youth civic engagement continue to work to incorporate characteristics of youths’ 

context into their conceptualization and measurement of youth civic engagement in order to 

represent with fidelity the variations in engagement that exist among youth.      



 

	  90 

References 
 

Akaike, H. (1974). A new look at the statistical model identification. IEEE Transactions on 

Automatic Control, 19, 716-723.  

Bennett, W. L., Freelon, D., & Wells, C. (2010). Changing citizen identity and the rise of a 

participatory media culture. In L. R. Sherrod, J. Torney-Purta, & C. A. Flanagan (Eds.) 

Handbook of research on civic engagement in youth (p. 393-424).  Hoboken, New Jersey: 

John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Bobek, D., Zaff, J., Li, Y., & Lerner, R. M. (2009). Cognitive, emotional, and behavioral 

components of civic action: Towards an integrated measure of civic engagement. Journal 

of Applied Developmental Psychology, 30(5), 615-627. doi: 10.1016/j.appdev. 

2009.07.005 

Bogard, K. L., & Sherrod, L. R. (2008). Citizenship attitudes and allegiances in diverse youth. 

Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 14(4), 286-296. doi: 10.1037/ 1099-

9809.14.4.286 

Brese, F., Jung, M., Mirazchiyski, P., Schulz, W., & Zuehlke, O. (2011). ICCS 2009 user guide 

for the international database. Amsterdam: IEA. 

Cicognani, E., Zani, B., Fournier, B., Gavray, C., & Born, M. (2012). Gender differences in 

youths’ political engagement and participation. The role of parents and of adolescents’ 

social and civic participation. Journal of Adolescence, 35, 561-576.  doi: 10.1016/ 

j.adolescence.2011.10.002  

Eckstein, K., Noack, P., & Gniewosz, B. (2012). Attitudes toward political engagement and 

willingness to participate in politics: Trajectories throughout adolescence. Journal of 

Adolescence, 35(3), 485-495. doi: 10.1016/j.adolescence.2011.07.002 



 

	  91 

Finch, W. H., & French, B F. (2014). Multilevel latent class analysis: Parametric and 

nonparametric models. The Journal of Experimental Education, 82(3), 307-333.  doi: 

10.1080/00220973.2013.813361 

Finch, W. H., & Marchant, G. J. (2013). Application of multilevel latent class analysis to identify 

achievement and socio-economic typologies in the 20 wealthiest countries. Journal of 

Educational and Developmental Psychology, 3(1), 201-221. doi: 10.5539/jedp.v3n1p201 

Flanagan, C., Stoppa, T., Syvertsen, A. K., & Stout, M. (2010). Schools and social trust. In L. R. 

Sherrod, J. Torney-Purta, & C. A. Flanagan (Eds.) Handbook of research on civic 

engagement in youth (p. 307-330).  Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Foster-Fishman, P. G., Cantillon, D., Pierce, S. J., & Van Egeren, L. A. (2007). Building an 

active citizenry: the role of neighborhood problems, readiness, and capacity for change. 

American Journal of Community Psychology, 39, 91-106. doi: 10.1007/s10464-007-

9097-0 

Hart, D., & Gullan, R. L. (2010). The sources of adolescent activism: Historical and 

contemporary findings. In L. R. Sherrod, J. Torney-Purta, & C. A. Flanagan (Eds.) 

Handbook of research on civic engagement in youth (p. 67-90).  Hoboken, New Jersey: 

John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Haste, H. (2010). Citizenship education: A critical look at a contested field. In L. R. Sherrod, J. 

Torney-Purta, & C. A. Flanagan (Eds.) Handbook of research on civic engagement in 

youth (p. 161-188).  Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Henry, K. L., & Muthén, B. (2010).  Multilevel latent class analysis: An application of 

adolescent smoking typologies with individual and contextual predictors.  Structural 

Equation Modeling, 17, 193-215.  doi: 10.1080/10705511003659342 



 

	  92 

Henson, J. M., Reise, S. P., & Kim, K. H. (2007). Detecting mixtures from structural model 

differences using latent variable mixture modeling: A comparison of relative model fit 

statistics. Structural Equation Modeling: A Multidisciplinary Journal, 14(2), 202-226. 

doi: 10.1080/10705510709336744 

Higgins-D’Alessandro, A. (2010). The transdisciplinary nature of citizenship and civic/political 

engagement evaluation. In L. R. Sherrod, J. Torney-Purta, & C. A. Flanagan (Eds.) 

Handbook of research on civic engagement in youth (p. 559-592).  Hoboken, New Jersey: 

John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Horn, A. S. (2012). The cultivation of a prosocial value orientation through community service: 

An examination of organizational context, social facilitation, and duration. Journal of 

Youth and Adolescence, 41(7), 948-68. doi: 10.1007/s10964-011-9714-y 

IEA (2010). The international data base (IDB) analyzer, version 3.1. Retrieved from 

http://www.iea.nl/eula.html 

Jedidi, K., Jagpal, H. S. & DeSarbo, W. S. (1997) STEMM: A general finite mixture structural 

equation model. Journal of Classification, 14: 23–50. 

Kahne, J., & Middaugh, E. (2008). Democracy for some: The civic opportunity gap in high 

school. Circle Working Paper, 59, February 2008. 

Karakos, H. L. (2015). Conceptualizing youth civic engagement.  Dissertation.  

Karakos, H. (2013). Youth civic engagement: Advancing research and practice across 

disciplines.  Major Area Paper. 

 

 

 



 

	  93 

Kassimir, R., & Flanagan, C. (2010). Youth civic engagement in the developing world: 

Challenges and opportunities. In L. R. Sherrod, J. Torney-Purta, & C. A. Flanagan (Eds.) 

Handbook of research on civic engagement in youth (p. 91-114).  Hoboken, New Jersey: 

John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Kirshner, B. (2009). Power in numbers”: Youth organizing as a context for exploring civic 

identity. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 19(3), 414-440.  

Lukočienė, O., Varriale, R., & Vermunt, J. K. (2010). The simultaneous decision(s) about the 

number of lower- and higher-level classes in multilevel latent class analysis. Sociological 

Methodology, 40, 247-283. 

McLeod, J., Shah, D., Hess, D., & Lee, N. J. (2010). Communication and education: Creating 

competence for socialization into public life. In L. R. Sherrod, J. Torney-Purta, & C. A. 

Flanagan (Eds.) Handbook of research on civic engagement in youth (p. 363-392).  

Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Morselli, D., & Passini, S. (2012). Disobedience and support for democracy: Evidences from the 

world values survey. The Social Science Journal, 49(3), 284-294. doi: 10.1016/j.soscij. 

2012.03.005  

Muthén, L. K., & Muthén, B. O. (1998-2015).  Mplus user’s guide (7th ed.). Los Angeles, CA: 

Muthén & Muthén.   

Muthén, B. & Satorra, A. (1995). Complex sample data in structural equation modeling. 

Sociological Methodology, 25, 267-316.  

Nelson, I. A., & Gastic, B. (2009). Street ball, swim team and the sour cream machine: A cluster 

analysis of out of school time participation portfolios. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 

38, 1172-1186. doi: 10.1007/s10964-008-9372-x 



 

	  94 

 

Pancer, S. M., Pratt, M., Hunsberger, B., & Alisat, S. (2007). Community and political 

involvement in adolescence: what distinguishes the activists from the uninvolved? 

Journal of Community Psychology, 35,1-19. doi: 10.1002/jcop.20176 

Rindskopf, D. (2006). Heavy alcohol use in the "fighting back" survey sample: Separating 

individual and community level influences using multilevel latent class analysis. Journal 

of Drug Issues, 36(2), 441-462. 

Rubin, B. C. (2007). “There’s still not justice”: Youth civic identity development amid distict 

school and community contexts. Teachers College Record, 109(2), 449-481.  

Schulz, W., Ainley, J., & Fraillon, J. (2011).  ICCS 2009 Technical Report.  Amsterdam: IEA. 

Schulz, W., Ainley, J., Fraillon, J., Kerr, D., & Losito, B. (2009).  ICCS 2009 International 

Report: Civic knowledge, attitudes, and engagement among lower-secondary school 

students in 38 countries.  Amsterdam: IEA. 

Schulz, W., Fraillon, J., & Ainley, J. (2013). Measuring young people’s understanding of civics 

and citizenship in a cross-national study.  Educational Psychology, 33(3), 327. 

Schwartz, G. E. (1978).  Estimating the dimension of a model. Annals of Statistics, 6, 461-464. 

Sherrod, L. R., Torney-Purta, J., & Flanagan, C. A. (2010). Research on the development of 

citizenship: A field comes of age. In L. R. Sherrod, J. Torney-Purta, & C. A. Flanagan 

(Eds.) Handbook of research on civic engagement in youth (p. 1-20).  Hoboken, New 

Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Sterba, S.K. (2009). Alternative model-based and design-based frameworks for inference from 

samples to populations: From polarization to integration. Multivariate Behavioral 

Research, 44, 711-740. doi: 10.1080/00273170903333574 



 

	  95 

 

Torney-Purta, J. (2002). The school’s role in developing civic engagement: A study of 

adolescents in twenty-eight countries. Applied Developmental Science, 6(4), 203-212.  

Torney-Purta, J., Amadeo, J., & Andolina, M. W. (2010). A conceptual framework and 

multimethod approach for research on political socialization and civic engagement. In L. 

R. Sherrod, J. Torney-Purta, & C. A. Flanagan (Eds.) Handbook of research on civic 

engagement in youth (p. 497-524).  Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Vermunt, J. K. (2003).  Multilevel latent class models. Sociological Methodology, 33, 213-239. 

Voight, A. M., & Torney-Purta, J. (2013). A typology of youth civic engagement in urban 

middle schools. Applied Developmental Science, 17(4), 198-212. doi: 

10.1080/10888691.2013.836041  

Walker, T. (2000). The service/politics split: Rethinking service to teach political engagement. 

Political Science and Politics, 33(3), 647-649. 

Westheimer, J., & Kahne, J. (2004). What kind of citizen? The politics of educating 

for democracy. American Educational Research Journal, 41(2).  

Wilkenfeld, B., Lauckhardt, J., & Torney-Purta, J. (2010). The relation between developmental 

theory and measures of civic engagement in research on adolescence. In L. R. Sherrod, J. 

Torney-Purta, & C. A. Flanagan (Eds.) Handbook of research on civic engagement in 

youth (p. 193-220).  Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Yang, C., & Hsieh, T. -C. (2013). Regional differences of online learning behavior patterns. 

Electronic Library, the, 31(2), 167-187. doi: 10.1108/02640471311312366 

 

 



 

	  96 

Youniss, J., Mclellan, J. A., & Mazer, B. (2001).  Voluntary service, peer group orientation, and 

civic engagement.  Journal of Adolescent Research, 16(5), 456-468. doi: 

10.1177/0743558401165003 

Zaff, J., Boyd, M., Li, Y., Lerner, J. V., & Lerner, R. M. (2010). Active and engaged citizenship: 

Multi-group and longitudinal factorial analysis of an integrated construct of civic 

engagement. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 39(7), 736-50. doi: 10.1007/s10964-010-

9541-6 

 

  



 

	  97 

CHAPTER IV 

 

Exploring Civic Engagement and Prosocial Behavior among Students Attending Recovery High 

Schools 

 

Abstract 

Strong community connections and “giving back” are important for youth in recovery from 

substance use disorders, and recovery high schools provide a context where students can work to 

develop these resources.  For adolescents in recovery, giving back to the community might 

manifest in ways that differ from the engagement of students in traditional high schools.  The 

present study, therefore, explores how students in recovery high schools enact civic engagement 

and other prosocial activities in their specific communities.  Twenty-two students attending 

recovery high schools completed a questionnaire and interview that explored community 

connections and opportunities for giving back.  Qualitative analyses identified themes in 

students’ relevant communities, the ways they give back to their communities, opportunities they 

have for giving back, and the mechanisms and motivations for their involvement.  The nature of 

students’ involvement is discussed, highlighting the ways that recovery high school students’ 

participation in their communities expands our understanding of youth civic engagement.  

Limitations of the current study are acknowledged, and implications for research and practice are 

discussed.  
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Introduction 

Positive community connections and opportunities for successful sober interactions are 

critically important for people in recovery, including adolescents in recovery (Kelly & 

Urbanoski, 2012).  Positive community connections are associated with positive outcomes for 

adolescents, including reductions in substance use and days abstinent following treatment for a 

Substance Use Disorder (SUD; Mayberry, Espelage, & Koenig, 2009; Wray-Lake, Maggs, 

Johnston, Bachman, O’Malley, & Schulenberg, 2012).  Twelve-step meetings (e.g., Alcoholics 

Anonymous [AA], Narcotics Anonymous [NA]) and other peer-based recovery support services 

are among the most pervasive types of recovery support services available, and adolescents’ 

attendance positively correlates with abstinence outcomes (Center for Substance Abuse 

Treatment, 2009; de Miranda & Williams, 2011; Hennessy & Fisher, n.d.).  Although many 

recovery support services position people in recovery as recipients of service, peer-based 

recovery support models position people in recovery as both recipients and providers of service 

(de Miranda & Williams, 2011).  Indeed, the final step in twelve-step programs calls for a 

lifetime of helping others, encouraging people in recovery to give back to the recovery 

community (Laudet & White, 2008; Pagano et al., 2013).  The ways in which people in recovery 

choose to give back range from setting up chairs or making coffee at local AA meetings to 

participating in advocacy efforts with recovery community organizations (RCOs; Pagano et al, 

2013; White, Kelly, & Roth, 2012).  For example, the Missouri Recovery Network has a strong 

advocacy component that works toward political and cultural mobilization including community 

education and influencing public policy and opinion (Missouri Recovery Network, 2014).  The 

philosophy “recovery gives back what addiction has taken” is pervasive in the culture of many 

recovery communities (White, 2006; White et al., 2012).  
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Researchers and practitioners often describe youths’ positive connections with their 

communities – in the language of the recovery community, the ways they “give back” – in terms 

of youth civic engagement, noting the positive developmental assets that often accrue to engaged 

youth, assets that could be particularly important for youth in recovery (e.g., Flanagan, 2004).  

Research has shown that increased youth civic engagement – including attending community 

meetings, joining political clubs, and community volunteer work – predicts lower rates of 

substance use among general youth populations (Finlay & Flanagan, 2013; Wray-Lake et al., 

2012).  Although previous research has used the term “youth civic engagement” to indicate many 

different meanings and behaviors, it is used here as a broad term that describes any way a young 

person engages with his or her community in the interest of the greater good (Karakos, 2015).  

Within this definition of youth civic engagement, it is particularly important to understand how 

community and the greater good are understood and experienced by individuals in a particular 

context.  Because the ethos of recovery communities emphasizes the importance of “helping 

others” or “giving back,” it is reasonable to expect that students in recovery would be civically 

engaged.  We might also expect, however, that the forms of engagement enacted by students in 

recovery might differ the forms of engagement enacted by students in traditional high schools, 

and might therefore be discussed not in terms of civic engagement but in the more familiar terms 

of “helping others” or “giving back.”  

Research on youth civic engagement has increasingly emphasized the importance of 

context in understanding why and how youth engage with their communities (Sherrod, Torney-

Purta, & Flanagan, 2010).  A broad array of contextual factors have been demonstrated to shape 

youth civic engagement, including the historical context, the global context, the national context, 

the technological context, the school context, and the peer context (Bennett, Freelon, & Wells, 
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2010; Flanagan, Stoppa, Syvertsen, & Stout, 2010; Hart & Gullan, 2010; Haste, 2010; McLeod, 

Shah, Hess, & Lee, 2010; Torney-Purta, Amadeo, & Andolina, 2010; Wilkenfeld, Lauckhardt, & 

Torney-Purta, 2010).  Understanding the unique communities to which youth belong is thus 

critical for understanding whether and how they are civically engaged.  Previous research found 

that immigrant youth scored lower than their native born peers on traditional measures of youth 

civic engagement, but demonstrated similar levels of engagement when measures specific to the 

immigrant community (e.g., acting as a translator for someone) were used to assess engagement 

(Stepick, Stepick, & Labissiere, 2008).  In other words, differences in rates of involvement 

disappeared when measures accounted for youths’ civic engagement specific to the immigrant 

community.  It is similarly possible that traditional measures of youth civic engagement – 

measures that have not been tailored to a specific context – might fail to capture the full range of 

engagement among youth in recovery.   

For adolescents, schools are a particularly salient context; we might expect, therefore, 

that students attending schools specifically for students in recovery will engage in ways that are 

unique to that context (Jenson, Hawkins, & Catalano, 1986).  For youth in recovery from SUDs, 

recovery high schools provide an alternative ecology that creates a safe place for students who 

have completed treatment or otherwise committed to stop using alcohol or other drugs to 

continue their schooling in a recovery-supportive setting, removed from the old triggers and 

peers connected with their previous substance use (Finch, Moberg, & Krupp, 2014).  The small 

size of recovery high schools and provision of recovery-focused therapeutic supports provide a 

number of resources important to adolescent recovery.  The programming offered at recovery 

high schools is intended to promote a number of protective resources, including school 

connectedness and positive relationships with sober peers (Moberg & Finch, 2007).  One way 
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schools might shape students’ recovery is through the availability – or lack thereof – of formal 

opportunities for civic engagement.  Recovery school staff members know that idle time presents 

a risk for relapse among students in recovery, and therefore often require students to attend 12-

step meetings after school (Collier, Hilliker, & Onwuegbuzie, 2014; Richardson, Radziszewska, 

Dent, & Flay, 1993).  Although these activities are beneficial for youth in recovery (Hennessy & 

Fisher, n.d.), participation in recovery-related activities during afterschool hours necessarily 

reduces opportunities for participation in other activities, including more traditional outlets for 

civic engagement (e.g., Model UN, 4-H clubs).  It is therefore important to consider non-

traditional forms of civic engagement that recovery high school students might enact.    

 Given the potential importance of strong community connections and “giving back” 

among youth in recovery and the unique context of the recovery high school, the present study 

explores the opportunities for and expression of civic engagement among recovery high school 

students.  Specifically, students were allowed to define for themselves the important aspects of 

civic engagement; namely, who comprises their salient community, and – using the language of 

the recovery community – how they give back or help others in those communities.  

Furthermore, this study also seeks to understand the ways that students in recovery high schools 

connect with their communities outside the domain of “civic engagement;” in other words, we 

hope to understand the ways students’ involvement in communities are and are not instances of 

civic engagement in order to further our understanding of youth civic engagement and of the 

prosocial behavior of students in recovery.  

Method 

In order to more fully understand how students in recovery connect with their 

communities, students at recovery high schools in a Midwestern state completed brief 
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questionnaires and interviews asking about their communities and their involvement in those 

communities.  This state was chosen as the research site due to the relatively high density of 

recovery high schools in one large urban area, making it possible to interview a relatively large 

number of students.  The participating schools are also referral sites for a related research 

project, and therefore have a level of familiarity with the researcher and the research process.  

Although many students might also be participants in the related research project, student data 

are not linked across projects.  In this state, there are four recovery high schools, two in the large 

urban area, with student bodies of approximately 65 and 10 students in the two urban schools.  

Every effort was made to interview all consenting students in order to obtain a sample 

representative of recovery school students in that region.  Brief surveys were administered to 

collect preliminary data, but student interviews were the key data collection tool, an approach in 

accordance with the call for studies of youth civic engagement to explore and be responsive to 

particular contexts (Torney-Purta et al, 2010).  Qualitative data allows participants to more 

completely express their thoughts and feelings about their various communities and their 

participation in those communities.  

Sample 

The sample included n=22 students, 14 male and 8 female. Students were generally 

upperclassman in high school, with two tenth grade students, six eleventh grade students, and 14 

twelfth grade students.  All students lived in an urban or suburban area in a Midwestern state.    

Procedure 

Prior to the start of the study, participating schools provided letters of support stating that 

they agreed to distribute recruitment letters and parental consent forms to students to be taken 

home and returned.  School staff then stored all signed and completed forms in a secure location 
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on campus until the day of the interviews.  Interview dates at each school were planned in 

consultation with school personnel, and students were interviewed over a three-day period in the 

fall of 2013.  At the smaller recovery school (actual N=9 at the time of interviews), all students 

who had returned consent forms were interviewed (n=9).  At the school with N=65 students, 

every effort was made on the interview days to allow for the participation of all students who had 

a signed consent form.  If more students were eligible to participate than time permitted, consent 

forms would have been shuffled and participants drawn at random from the eligible students.  

However, this was not necessary.  A total of n=16 consent forms were returned; two students 

were not present at school on the day of the interviews, and one student declined to participate, 

stating “not having a good day” as the reason for declining.  Therefore, all n=13 students who 

had signed consent forms, were present on the day of the interviews, and were willing to 

participate were interviewed, producing a total of n=22 student interviews from the two recovery 

high schools.  Informal conversations with the principal of the larger school suggested that there 

were not any obvious differences between the students who participated in the interviews and 

those who did not, although some selection bias is likely.  

The human subjects review board at Vanderbilt University has approved the study 

procedure.  The researcher explained the study purposes, procedures, risks, and benefits to 

interested students, who then signed an assent form if they wished to continue with the study (or 

a consent form if the student was 18 years or older). The researcher collected data from students 

individually, first administering a brief survey and then conducting an interview following a 

semi-structured protocol.  The procedure took approximately 15-45 minutes for each student, and 

all participants received a $20 gift card as compensation for sharing their time and ideas.  The 

amount of compensation was selected to show respect for participants’ time and provide a fair 
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amount but also avoid being so large as to be coercive; the $20 gift card was suggested by the 

Human Subjects Review Board as meeting this standard (Ensign, 2006; Hoop, Smyth, & 

Roberts, 2008).   For questionnaire details, see Appendix A.  Generally, the questionnaire asked 

students to report their current attitudes and behaviors as indicated on existing measures used to 

assess youth civic engagement, including scales for civic duty, civic skills, civic participation, 

and neighborhood social connection (Lenzi et al., 2012; Zaff, Boyd, Li, Lerner, & Lerner, 2010).   

After they completed the questionnaire, the interview asked a series of questions about 

students’ communities, their connections with their communities, their ideas about how they 

currently do or one day could contribute to those communities, and the opportunities they 

perceived as available to them to connect with those communities.  The researcher followed a 

semi-structured interview protocol, generally asking similar questions across interviews but 

deviating from the questions in response to participants’ answers, time, and energy (protocol 

included in Appendix B; Wengraf, 2001).  The protocol reported here was part of a larger 

interview protocol that asked additional questions relevant to providing feedback to the schools 

and informative for the larger research study that provided funding for these interviews.  The 

questions included in this study’s protocol were developed in order to ask about the components 

of youth civic engagement that were most likely to be familiar to youth in recovery high schools; 

specifically, the researcher wanted to use the familiar language of “giving back” and “helping 

others” to ask about students’ civic engagement.  The researcher also wanted to ask students a 

number of questions about their communities in order to obtain a detailed description of their 

relevant communities and their connections to those communities.  Questions were also asked 

about opportunities for engagement in order to understand how perceived opportunities might 

facilitate or constrain participation.  Finally, the researcher also asked about the ways in which 



 

	  105 

students became involved in giving back to their communities in order to begin to understand 

their motivation or intent for involvement.  After each interview, the researcher wrote a brief 

memo to indicate any pertinent thoughts about the interview, including any potential bias in the 

researcher’s questioning or any other potentially relevant information about the participant and 

the interview session (Hardy & Bryman, 2009).    

Data Analysis 

Following data collection, surveys were recorded in a data management system.  Survey data 

were analyzed for basic descriptive purposes in order to assess the average score of recovery 

school students on a number of commonly used measures of civic engagement for descriptive 

and comparative purposes.  

The research questions are, to some degree, exploratory; we are exploring manifestations of 

civic engagement and other prosocial activities among students in recovery high schools.  We 

expect to see evidence of civic engagement among recovery school students, but the form of this 

engagement is not yet known.  Therefore, qualitative methods are appropriate to this type of 

analysis.  After completion of the student interviews, audio recordings of each interview were 

transcribed verbatim.  The researcher used HyperRESEARCH qualitative data analysis software 

to code the interviews, and used thematic analysis as our analytic approach to the data.  Thematic 

analysis is useful for identifying, analyzing, and reporting themes or patterns (Braun & Clarke, 

2006).  First, the author spent time reading and re-reading the transcripts of the interviews, 

noting initial ideas of themes or patterns observed in the data.  This stage allowed generation of 

ideas, questions to come back to, and potentially relevant comparisons (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).   

After familiarizing herself with the data, the researcher developed initial structural codes and 

applied them to the data in order to identify major topics, corresponding to the questions that 
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were asked in the interviews.  Next the researcher developed codes to identify categories, or 

themes, within those major topics.  Where relevant, the researcher also developed sub-themes 

within these broader themes.  Developing themes allowed representation of relevant phenomena 

in the data and reduced the data to more manageable chunks (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  As the 

researcher moved through the coding process, constant comparison was used to evaluate how 

each new theme, and the properties and dimensions of that theme, compared within and across 

cases (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  This allowed the researcher to identify conceptually similar 

categories and to better describe those, as well as to identify conceptually dissimilar data and 

develop additional categories or sub-categories as needed.  Negative case analysis was used to 

search for cases that did not fit with the categories, and helped elucidate whether such cases 

presented an extreme or variation of the theme, or if the case was directly contrary to the 

researcher’s conceptualizations.   

In order to increase the reliability of the qualitative analysis, two analysts read and coded all 

interviews. The first author developed the coding system, as described above, and trained the 

second coder in how to use this coding system.  The two coders then coded two randomly 

selected interviews and met to conduct reliability checks and resolve inconsistencies in order to 

achieve consensus. When discrepancies occurred, codes were modified to reflect the language of 

the participants, as understood by both coders, and additional codes were added as needed.  

Meetings to discuss discrepancies were held after coding two interviews, then after coding 

another five randomly selected interviews, then again when coding was completed.  The two 

coders thus enhanced the coding credibility by employing tactics suggested by Lincoln and Guba 

(1985). Specifically, the two coders continually engaged in peer debriefing, through formal 

meetings to discuss inconsistencies but also through informal communication throughout the 
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coding process as questions arose.  At each formal meeting, coding files were compared to 

examine consistency, and all inconsistencies were discussed until agreement was reached.  

Therefore, when coding was complete, the coders had reached consensus about all codes.  

Following the coding of the data, the coded material was reviewed and analyzed for 

presentation in this report. Specifically, all of the data coded under each code were reviewed and 

further patterns of similarity and dissimilarity were noted.  Additionally, the memos that were 

made immediately following the interviews were read to note the ways our findings might be 

influenced by any of the factors recorded in the memos.  For example, if the researcher noted 

that she missed an opportunity to probe during the interview, the researcher considered whether 

further probing might have led to a different pattern of results.    

Results 

Responses to survey items are reported in Tables 1 and 2.  Table 1 reports composite 

scores for participants on each of five different measures: helping behaviors, voluntary 

behaviors, civic duty, civic skills, and community social connectedness.  Overall, students report 

moderate levels of engagement on each of the five scales, with the highest scores reported for 

civic duty and the lowest scores reported for helping behavior.  In order to get a more detailed 

understanding of students’ engagement, item-level responses are reported for the items 

comprising the five scales (in addition to items that are not part of composite scores) in Table 2.  

These item-level responses will be discussed in more detail in relation to the qualitative data and 

how they are consistent or discrepant with those findings.    

 Several themes relevant to our research questions emerged during the interviews, 

summarized in Table 3.  Here we review four prominent themes: students’ understanding of and 

reported membership in communities; the ways students give back to their communities; the  
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opportunities available to students for giving back to their communities; and the mechanisms and 

motivations for students’ involvement.  

Students’ Relevant Communities 

In order to get a sense of students’ particular experiences of community, the researcher 

began by asking students about their understandings of the concept of community and their sense 

of membership in particular communities.  Students were reminded that people understand 

community in many different ways and were asked to explain their own thinking about 

“community.”  Their responses – directly to this question and also inferred through their 

discussion of community at other points in the interview – indicated five different themes in 

students’ understandings of community, with many students defining community in terms of 

more than one of the following: a geographical or space-based definition, such as thinking of 

community as the local neighborhood (n=14); community as a collection of people with a sense 

of purpose or common goal, ranging from defined goals such as finishing school to more abstract 

purposes such as living and working together (n=10); community as a source of mutual support,  

 

Table 1. Students’ composite scores on measures of youth civic engagement.  
Composite Scale Number of 

items 
Mean Standard 

deviation 
Minimum Maximum 

Helping behavior 
 

4 2.93 .78 1.75 4.5 

Volunteering  
 

3 3.06 1.17 1.00 5.00 

Civic duty 
 

12 4.07 .47 3.33 4.67 

Civic skills 
 

6 3.92 .64 2.17 5.00 

Social 
connectedness 

6 3.33 .71 2.17 4.33 

Note. For all composite scores, N=22.   
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Table 2. Item-level responses to survey questions. 
Item Response options 

 No (N) Yes (N)    
Participate in sports club 21 1    
Participate in voluntary 
service 

8 14    

Participate in political 
organization 

21 1    

Participation in 
church/religious group 

15 7    

 Never 1-2 times 3-4 times ≥5 times  
In the past 12 months, how 
many times have you been a 
leader in a group or 
organization 

8 9 2 3  

 
How often do you do the 
following: 

 
Never 

 
Rarely 

 
Sometimes 

 
Often 

 
Very often 

(1) Make your city/town a 
better place to live 

0 7 10 5 0 

(1) Help out at church/place 
of   worship 

9 4 6 1 2 

(1) Help a neighbor 1 4 10 5 2 
(1) Help out at school 0 3 10 5 4 
 
How often do you: 

Never Very 
rarely 

Rarely Occasion-
ally 

Frequently/ 
everyday 

(2) Volunteer your time 2 2 4 9 5 
(2) Do mentoring/peer 
advising 

4 3 4 3 8 

(2) Do tutoring 11 4 1 4 2 
 
How important is it to: 

Not important Of little 
importance 

Moderately 
important 

Important Extremely 
important 

(3) Help reduce 
hunger/poverty 

0 0 5 10 7 

(3) Make sure all people are 
treated fairly 

0 0 3 7 12 

(3) Make the world a better 
place to live in 

0 0 3 7 12 

(3) Help other people 0 0 2 6 14 
(3) Speak up for equality 0 0 1 8 13 
 
How well does this describe 
you: 

Not at all well A little Moderately 
well 

Well Very well 

(3) When I see someone being 
taken advantage of, I want to 
help them 

0 0 4 8 10 

(3)**When I see someone 
being treated unfairly, I don’t 
feel sorry for them  

15 4 3 0 0 

(3) I feel sorry for people who 
don’t have what I have 

2 5 5 8 2 
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Table 2. (continued)      
How much do you agree 
with the following: 

Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Agree Strongly 
agree 

(3)**It’s not really my 
problem if my neighbors are 
in trouble and need help  

5 9 6 1 1 

(3) I believe I can make a 
difference in my community 

0 1 4 12 5 

(3) I often think about doing 
things so that people in the 
future can have things better 

0 0 8 9 5 

(3) It is important to me to 
contribute to my community 
and society 

0 1 10 11 0 

(5) Adults in my town or city 
listen to what I have to say 

1 6 5 10 0 

(5) Adults in my town or city 
make me feel important 

0 8 7 6 1 

(5) In my town or city, I feel 
like I matter to people 

0 6 4 12 0 

(5) In my neighborhood, there 
are lots of people who care 
about me 

1 4 4 11 2 

(5) If one of my neighbors 
saw me do something wrong, 
he/she would tell my parents 

3 8 1 8 2 

(5) My teachers really care 
about me 

0 0 3 9 10 

 
Do you believe you could do 
the following: 

 
I definitely 
can NOT 

 
I probably 
can NOT 

 
I’m not 

sure  

 
Probably 

can 

 
I definitely 

can 
(4) Contact a newspaper, 
radio, or TV talk show to 
express your opinion 

0 0 6 12 4 

(4) Contact an elected official 
about an issue 

0 5 6 8 3 

(4) Contact someone in 
government who represents 
your community 

2 1 5 11 3 

(4) Write an opinion letter to 
a local newspaper 

0 1 3 13 5 

(4) Express your views in 
front of a group of people 

0 0 2 9 11 

(4) Sign an email or written 
petition 

0 2 1 9 10 

Note. Items marked with ** indicate an item that was reverse-scored when included in the composite 
score. Items are part of composite scores as follows: (1) helping behavior, (2) volunteering, (3) civic duty, 
(4) civic skills, and (5) community social connections.  
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Table 3. Summary of themes from the qualitative data. 
 

Themes and sub-themes 
 

Description of the theme 
Students’ relevant 
communities 
 

Students commonly identified school and the recovery 
community as their relevant communities, defining community 
in terms of space, purpose, function, and choice. 

Giving back to communities 
 

Students described abundant and varied ways they gave back to 
their communities. 

Traditional community 
service and volunteerism 

Students reported engaging in community service, including 
volunteering at local non-profits, donating food or clothing, and 
attending conversation groups with recent immigrants. 

Helping the recovery 
community 
 

Students reported frequently giving back to the recovery 
community through administrative or maintenance duties at 
meetings, sponsoring other people, and providing support to 
peers. 

Informal prosocial or 
helpful behaviors 

Students reported giving back through informal helping 
behaviors such as being kind to others, helping their teachers or 
neighbors, and acting in selfless ways towards others. 

Self-development for 
community betterment 

Students suggested that they gave back through self-
improvement, indicating that the best thing they could do for 
their communities was to improve their own lives.  

Opportunities available for 
giving back 

Students reported many available opportunities for giving back, 
and generally did not feel like there were opportunities they 
wanted that were unavailable to them. 

Mechanisms and 
motivations for 
involvement 

Students reported becoming involved in giving back through 
different processes and for various reasons.  

      Friends’ and family’s 
      influence 

Students reported feelings of peer or family pressure that 
encouraged them to become involved because they perceived 
involvement to be common among friends and family. 

      Being asked or invited Students reported becoming involved in response to a specific 
invitation to participate in a specific activity, sometimes coming 
from a friend or family member.  

      A natural progression Some students perceived giving back to their communities as a 
natural increase in responsibilities that came with time spent as a 
group member. 

      Required involvement Students reported becoming involved because of a community 
service requirement, although some students reported finding 
increased meaning after their initial mandated involvement. 

      Wanting to make a 
      difference 

Students also gave back to their communities because they felt it 
was the right thing to do, they felt a sense of gratitude, or they 
wanted to make amends for former wrongdoings.  
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where people are expected to help one another (n=10); community as a group of people an 

individual chooses, often composed of family and friends (n=7); and community defined by 

proximity, or “people that are around you in your everyday life” (n=4).  Noticeably missing from 

these understandings of community were definitions in terms of citizenship or other formal 

mechanisms of group membership.    

After discussing the ways that people understand communities, acknowledging both 

place-based and more interest-based definitions of communities, students were asked to identify 

the relevant communities in their own lives.  These communities largely reflected the ways that 

students defined communities, and generally included seven different types of communities.  

Most frequently, students indicated that they were a part of the school community, with all 

(n=22) students agreeing that they felt they were a part of their current school community.  In 

most interviews, students named the school community independently, but in four interviews, 

students only included school as a relevant community after a probe asked whether they felt they 

were a part of the school community.  Most students readily agreed that the school was an 

important community for them, with the exception of one student who primarily felt connected 

with the school staff and not the other students in the school.   The recovery community was the 

next most commonly endorsed community, discussed by half (n=11) the students.  The other 

communities mentioned by students included their families (n=9), the local neighborhood where 

they lived (n=7), their friends (n=7), interest groups (scouting troops, sports teams; n=4), their 

workplace (n=4), church (n=3), a group home (n=1) and the psychiatric unit where one student 

received treatment (n=1).   
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Several students mentioned changes in their communities as they moved from drug use to 

sobriety, with sober communities becoming increasingly important.  One student explained as 

follows, 

And now I kind of think more like my group of, like kind of just like my group of friends 
and like that group of people and like the recovery community and stuff like that. So like 
that’s kind of more of the community that I think of now just cause it’s more, that’s the 
community I’m a part of now, but I think it’s changed.  I guess now if you ask me what 
community meant to me, I just say like the recovery community is kind of the biggest 
community to me.    

In addition to discussing changes in communities, some students discussed what 

community is not.  For these students, examples usually involved communities they believed 

other people would identify in their lives, but with whom they did not feel a sense of community.  

As one student explained, “And I don’t really consider, like, where I work a community. I work 

in a restaurant. I don’t really see that as a community.”  For another student, family was an 

important social influence, but not necessarily a community; “I mean, my family’s a community, 

but like that’s a given, I don’t really consider that a community, I don’t know.”  In sum, the 

recovery school and the recovery community (e.g., Narcotics Anonymous and Alcoholics 

Anonymous) were the most frequently mentioned communities in students’ lives.   

Giving Back to Communities  

When asked how they have been able to volunteer or give back to their communities, 

students described abundant and varied activities.  All students had some sort of answer to the 

question, including fairly traditional forms of community service, general prosocial or helpful 

behaviors, helping the recovery community, and working toward self-development as a means of 

giving back.  Here we explore students’ responses in more detail. 

Traditional community service and volunteerism.  Seventeen students reported some 

form of community service activity as the way they gave back to their communities.  Students 
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reported many activities that were facilitated by or happened within the school, in addition to a 

few activities that happened outside of the school.  Within the context of school, students 

reported picking up trash, participating in bake sales as fundraisers, donating to Toys4Tots, 

bringing canned goods for food drives and shoes for shoe drives, passing out flyers for a school 

fundraiser, participating in the student leadership group, helping to open and run a coffee shop at 

school (as a fundraiser), making blankets, and writing letters to soldiers.  In addition to these 

activities within the school building, the schools also facilitated a number of service 

opportunities in the community, including reading to elementary school students, volunteering at 

a local hunger relief agency, helping at other community non-profits for low-income families and 

children, and helping at animal welfare non-profits, such as the local Humane Society.  In 

describing these activities, students seemed to be participants only, with no evidence that 

students were leading or coordinating most of these activities (with the exception of the student 

leadership group and the coffeehouse fundraiser).   

Most students seemed to reflect positively on these experiences, expressing enthusiasm 

for these activities; 

We do a lot of like volunteering, like we sell like, cookies and stuff so we can raise 
money for Toys4Tots and then we just did a shoe drive too, which was cool, we like got a 
bunch of shoes and then we donated it to organizations for, like people who don’t like 
have shoes and like, and like world disasters and stuff, so that was cool. 

The only negative responses provided about these activities were either from participants who 

found these to be less engaging and thus sought more personally relevant opportunities (e.g., 

picking up trash was boring, so the student decided to volunteer with an animal welfare group) or 

one participant who had to engage in an outdoor activity and bemoaned the cold weather.  

Another student reported being unsatisfied with how much meaning he felt from these activities; 

And I first volunteered here [at the school] and they have different activities for kids that 
don’t want to do something else outside of school but it wasn’t anything I, it wasn’t real 
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volunteer work.  It was just “I’m doing this because my school is making me.”  So I 
decided to call the [local non-profit] and see if they had a position open or anything cause 
I thought working with kids, at least if I’m going to volunteer, I’m actually volunteering 
either teaching some kids something that I learned or like tutoring them or helping them 
have a good time or helping the teachers there with the students. 

Students also found opportunities for community service on their own or through other groups 

outside of the school, including teaching younger boy scouts, serving as a reserve law 

enforcement officer, or working with church ministries to provide social support and necessities 

for local refugee communities.  Overall, recovery high school students’ reports of participation in 

volunteering and community service indicated high levels of involvement.        

Helping the recovery community.  Students (n=13) also reported giving back in ways 

that were specific to the recovery community.  In particular, students reported helping with the 

maintenance of basic group activities such as greeting people at meetings, setting up coffee, 

setting up chairs, cleaning up following meetings, participating in fundraisers for recovery 

communities, and serving as the group secretary.  In addition, students also reported participating 

in activities related to working the 12-step program, including leading groups of people newer to 

recovery, calling newcomers after they first came to meetings, volunteering at the intergroup 

hotline, sponsoring someone, and sharing their recovery experiences with treatment centers, 

detox units, and schools.  For several students, their assignment to specific tasks at each meeting 

was an important accountability measure; 

... at local meetings I have commitments which is just like a job that’s assigned to me, so 
like I set up chairs at some meetings or I make the coffee at some meetings or I greet 
people at other meetings and like that’s, it seems like insignificant stuff, but it’s kind of 
just like, it gives you a purpose and a role, and also kind of like when you want to be like, 
oh, like I don’t really want to go tonight, you’re like, well, I have to cause like that’s my 
job and like and that’s cool. 

In addition to securing a sense of accountability, students also reported feeling gratitude to the 

recovery community and wanting to give back as a result.  In the words on one student, 
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I think most of the volunteer, you know volunteer or service work that I have, that I feel 
obligated to do it is through the recovery community that I’m a part of because I have 
seen so much unbelievable like care given to me with no strings attached.  Nobody’s 
asking for anything back and I’ve never had that before.  That’s really, that’s new to me.  
I definitely feel an obligation to do the same, to be a kind of mentor and pass on the 
things I learned, how I’m going to live a phenomenal life to the next person.   

Relatedly, students also reported feeling a need to be role models for others, both in the school 

and in the recovery community more broadly; 

It’s really fun and like I still have a lot of fun in recovery and so like I think it’s important 
to show other people my age that like you can have fun and like you can live a fun life 
sober and like it doesn’t have to be like this giving up your youth to be sober and save 
your life. 

In sum, the majority of students reported that helping the recovery community was an important 

way they gave back to their communities.   

Informal prosocial or helpful behaviors.  In addition to traditional, more formal 

opportunities for giving back, most students (n=14) also reported many instances of informal 

ways they gave back through prosocial or general helping behaviors.  Some examples of 

informal helping behavior include raking leaves or shoveling snow for neighbors, sharing an 

opinion with the school leadership team, standing up for other students who are picked on or 

receiving unfair punishments, being empathic with peers, being helpful to teachers, being an 

informal mentor or role model, helping parents at home, and being kind to people with 

disabilities.  Some students described this form of giving back as something that happens 

naturally and that is expected of everyone; “I think I volunteer every day in a way.  But most of 

it is all informal.  I don’t like the idea of being recognized or getting recognition for something 

for doing something that I think everybody should do anyway.”  Another student also described 

the pervasiveness of this form of helping; 

But I mean, I have opportunities to serve and to help every day, you know.  And a lot of 
times, I mean, I’m helping you out by doing this.  And its pretty cool, you know.  And 
any times that somebody comes to me with a struggle, I get to help them out.  When my 
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sponsees call me I get to help them out, but they don’t call me every day.  So, I mean, it’s 
everywhere, all the time.  There’s, I mean, help in my parents’ house, stuff at home.  You 
know, wishing people a good day. 

Although this student clearly participates in some ways that are more formal than others (e.g., 

sponsoring others compared to wishing people a good day), he understands them all as ways that 

he works to give back to his community on a daily basis.  For this student, even participating in 

the interview was a form of giving back!    

 Other students described their informal helping behavior in terms of the transformation 

that happened on their part, highlighting the ways that these seemingly small or ordinary acts 

represented major shifts in their lives and their interactions with others.  One student related, 

I’ve gotten into a habit of making it super easy to be, like, a person of support at [my 
school].  You know, at first, I didn’t want anything to do with any of the students here 
and like at my old school too.  And now, like, I don’t even notice myself reaching out.  
It’s kind of weird how that works, but yeah I don’t know I’m just... Whenever someone’s 
down just like going up to them and giving them a hug and, like, asking, “What’s 
wrong?” and if they want to tell me then they do and if they don’t, they don’t. 

Another student described a similar sentiment, detailing how he transformed from a “teacher’s 

worst nightmare” to someone who helped the teacher through “little things,” acknowledging that 

this was important to him, even if the teacher didn’t acknowledge the change.  Later in the 

interview, this same student also described how his behavior relating to the seemingly mundane 

act of giving gifts had transformed as he became less selfish and looked for ways to give to 

others.  In contrast to previous years of only focusing on receiving gifts, or buying gifts for 

others with his parents’ money, he described saving up a small amount of money from his job;  

...this year I was like I have a little bit of money, like it would be cool if like I went out 
and like got gifts for people in my family.  And so like I went and like I bought a couple, 
like I started buying gifts for people in my family, and I was like, I don’t know why but I 
was like pretty proud of myself that I was spending the little money that I did have on 
other people and that even though they’re probably not going to buy me a gift, like just 
seeing them be happy and open and just whatever, like that would be really cool for me to 
see that.  
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Through the story of his transformation, this student has thus presented a commonplace activity 

as a way that he has intentionally worked to give back to the community of his family.  Many 

recovery high school students discussed these everyday, informal acts of helping out as 

important means to give back to their communities.        

Self-development for community betterment.  Perhaps even less formal than prosocial 

helping behaviors, five students reported that they gave back to their communities through the 

process of self-development.  Specifically, students identified working to maintain their sobriety 

and work their 12-step program as the way that they were giving back to their communities.  For 

one student, this was discussed in contrast to the ways that she used to have a deleterious effect 

on her community; “Well, the opportunities I’ve had to do good was getting sober, because I 

absolutely was not doing good things for my community when I was not sober that’s for sure.”  

Another student expressed a similar sentiment, saying, “I just, in general, try to be, you know, 

grateful in giving back as much as I can, because I took for so many years and didn’t really 

notice it, like what harm I was doing.”  Although specific details about the ways these students 

are giving back are not provided, it’s clear that they are holding their current behavior in contrast 

to their former destructive behavior. 

Other students described more specifically the process of self-betterment that was 

necessary for them to be able to give back to the community directly in the future.  As one 

student described it, “I can’t sponsor people and help out the newcomer if I’m not taking care of 

myself, and if I’m not working my program, you know.”  Similarly, another student described 

the desire to help others but the necessity of first helping himself; 

So I’m basically just working on me, that’s what I put into the, so someday I can put into 
the community, and I’m focused, like I read books about like staying in the moment and 
you know, I do my research when, like I’m just trying to figure out me and then I can 
help others, instead of trying to help someone you can’t really help ‘cause you don’t even 
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know what they’re going through, you don’t know how to help them ‘cause you don’t 
even know how to help yourself.  

Although this was not a commonly expressed means of giving back, almost a quarter of the 

sample did describe the unexpected ethos of giving back through working on self-development.   

Opportunities Available for Giving Back  

All students (n=22) reported opportunities available for giving back to the community, 

opportunities which largely mirrored the ways students reported being engaged in the 

community.  Specifically, students reported a plethora of opportunities for community service 

through the schools, including opportunities to complete service hours for course credit.  

Students also reported many opportunities to be involved with the recovery community, and a 

limited number of students reported involvement through other community organizations, such 

as scouting troops or religious organizations.  Although students’ opportunities for giving back 

generally reflected their actual engagement, the main difference was that informal ways students 

gave back were forms of engagement that students cultivated on their own, not explicit 

opportunities.  Because the researcher did not ask students directly about the opportunities they 

have available (but rather it was inferred from other parts of the interview), students did not 

report opportunities for involvement beyond the ways they were already involved in their 

communities. 

 The researcher did, however, ask students if there were opportunities for involvement 

they wished they had that were not currently available to them.  Of the (n=16) students who 

responded to this question, eight reported being satisfied with the opportunities they currently 

enjoyed.  It is worth noting, however, that this question was at times unclear, and that some 

students seemed unsure of how to answer this question despite our best efforts at explanation.  

For students who did respond, the most common response described opportunities that did exist 
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but that students were unable to take advantage of due to time limitations in their schedules or 

age or length of sobriety restrictions specific to a particular opportunity.  For example, one 

student described wanting to work as a technician at a treatment center but needing to have been 

sober for two years before he could take on this role.  Other types of opportunities for 

involvement students wished they had were more sustainable forms of involvement (compared to 

a food drive), opportunities that allowed them to work together with students who were not in the 

recovery school, opportunities to do more of the things they were already doing (e.g., speaking at 

meetings, speaking specifically for a teenage girl audience), and opportunities to travel to 

another country to serve internationally.  Finally, one student mentioned transportation as a 

barrier to being involved in a community-based organization.  Surprisingly, only this student and 

the students who discussed time limitations mentioned any kind of practical barriers to further 

engagement.             

Mechanisms and Motivations for Involvement  

The findings presented thus far indicate that students, in general, reported being very 

involved in giving back to their communities, and were generally satisfied with the opportunities 

available to them to give back.  Therefore, we explored in this section the mechanisms and 

motivations by which students decided to become involved or stay involved in their reported 

activities.  In response to asking how students first decided to get involved in the activities they 

described, students discussed being influenced by friends or family (n=3), being asked or invited 

(n=4), experiencing a natural progression that led to involvement (n=4), being involved to meet a 

requirement (n=7), and wanting to make a difference or feeling a sense of purpose (n=8).   

Friends’ and family’s influence.  Three students reported some influence from their 

friends or families that prompted their involvement.  One student reported participation in 
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school-based volunteer activities because “everyone does it.”  For another student, she was 

preparing to begin volunteering at an animal welfare agency because her friend already 

volunteered there and was going to be giving her a ride.  Finally, one student reported choosing a 

particular non-profit to work with because his parents were already involved in that organization.  

Thus, it seems that the influence of family and friends among recovery school students was more 

likely to shape the nature of their involvement than it was to motivate initiation of involvement.   

Being asked or invited.  Four students reported being asked or invited to participate in 

particular activities, usually by relevant adults in their communities.  For one student, a major 

event in her life – speaking at her former high school to share her experiences with addiction and 

recovery – was made possible through the invitation of a former teacher.  For another student, his 

love of soccer was turned into a service opportunity through the invitation of someone from the 

soccer league to coach a kids’ soccer team.  Finally, another student was asked by school staff 

members to participate in a leadership workshop, providing the opportunity to join the leadership 

team at his school.  For each of these students, therefore, adults’ invitations to participate served 

as motivators for initiating involvement in new and exciting opportunities.   

A natural progression.  For a few students, their involvement in their current activities 

seemed to result from a natural progression of events, a sentiment that was often expressed by 

minimizing their current involvement and normalizing the process of becoming involved.  As 

one student described this,  

Well I first started going to them [meetings].  And then after I felt comfortable, I 
volunteered just to help out, because I don’t know it just it’s a year, year and a half to 
commit to, it’s helping them out, no big deal. 

Another student discussed a similar process happening in his scouting troop, describing the 

process of moving from being a young boy mentored by older scouts to being an older member 

who helped lead the younger boys, a process that he described happening simply as a function of 
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age.  Other students also described a similar progression happening through the course of AA or 

NA involvement, moving from attending an initial meeting to helping out and sponsoring others 

as a natural progression of the program.  Although this is in fact the design of 12-step programs, 

the sense that “I might as well do this” is a noteworthy understanding of assuming progressively 

increasing levels of responsibility within the group.   

Required involvement.  For seven students, their involvement in giving back to the 

community was a product of service requirements, usually within the school.  However, within 

this acknowledgement of being involved because of some obligation, there were important 

nuances to note.  For two students, their involvement was simply to fill class credit, although it 

was not clear whether they could have obtained the credit through other, less service-oriented 

means.  For other students, however, the requirement motivated their initial involvement but then 

they took initiative to identify their own outlet for participation, separate from the involvement 

offered by the school.  One student described the process as follows: 

So he was like I was asking him about it, cause I need somewhere to volunteer and he 
was like, cause I’ve done like blankets the past times, and then here [at the school], but I 
want to do something other than that.  So I’m going with him on Friday to go volunteer 
with cats. 

Five of the seven students who were involved as a result of service requirements reported a 

similar process of moving beyond the school-based service to identify personally relevant or 

interesting outlets within which to meet those requirements. 

Wanting to make a difference.  For eight students, their involvement in giving back to 

their communities was the result of wanting to do what’s right, a gut feeling that “it’s the right 

thing to do,” wanting to make a difference, wanting to repay what they had received from others, 

and wanting to overcome stereotypes about people in recovery.  For example, one student 

described an incident in class in which another student was about to lose a privilege as a result of 



 

	  123 

something the whole class – but not that student – did, so the student stood up for that person, 

saying, “so I advocated for that I mean cause that’s not fair.”  In this way, this student stood up 

for his peer because he felt that it was the right thing to do.  Another student described his 

motivation to be involved in various forms of giving back because of the broad impact that his 

generation might have on the future; “the next generation’s gonna have it a helluva lot better 

because we went through what we, we went through like our generation.”  Other students 

expressed a similar idea of paying good deeds forward as a result of help and kindness they had 

received in their own lives.  For example, one student related,  

Pretty much giving back what I had taken away from people when I was using.  I feel like 
I took a lot from people, I took advantage and manipulated a lot of people, even if I didn’t 
know them, even if they didn’t know me, I feel like I took advantage of them and that 
hurts a lot.  

Similarly, another student described how, “I want to make a difference in people’s lives for the 

better now, because I’ve made a difference in people’s lives for not good reasons in the past.”  

This sense of restoring to the community what one had previously taken and “doing the right 

thing” seemed to motivate several students’ overall ethic or disposition toward involvement.   

 Similarly, several students described wanting to be involved in order to overcome 

stereotypes people had about adolescents in recovery.  According to one student, 

So I do this stuff because I wanna give back to the community and I wanna show them 
that, but, people in recovery aren’t as bad as people make em’ out to be.  Cause 
sometimes, not all people, but sometimes we get a bad reputation as addicts, but I just 
wanna give back to people and let them know that us addicts in recovery can do good.  

In addition to wanting others to know that teenagers in recovery can do good things, students 

also reported wanting to do good because it felt good; “I really like that type of stuff because it 

feels good to give back.”  After speaking at her former high school about her recovery 

experiences, one student described this feeling:  
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Yeah and like kids would come up to me and just like thank me, and like since it was a 
really hard day for them, a lot them hugged me and cried.  And it just felt really good.  
Just like yeah, this is why I do the things I do, you know. People appreciate it.  People 
look up to you.  And that feels really good.    

Students in recovery, therefore, reported diverse reasons for involvement in giving back to their 

communities, with over a third of students reporting some higher purpose, including making a 

difference, repaying perceived debts, or doing what feels right.   

Discussion 

 Students attending recovery high schools reported membership in several communities 

and engaged frequently in working to give back to their communities, through a variety of 

opportunities and for a variety of reasons.  Students’ understandings of community represented 

both traditional, geographically-based ideas of community in addition to understanding 

community in terms of individual choice and group function.  As a result, students reported 

diverse communities to which they belonged, with school, recovery communities, and local 

neighborhoods most frequently reported.  Interestingly, with one exception students did not 

report broader communities such as the state or country as relevant communities.  As predicted, 

students in recovery high schools reported frequent engagement in giving back to their 

communities, particularly their school and recovery communities.  Indeed, the school and 

recovery communities were the most frequent recipients of services the youth described in 

discussing the ways they gave back to their communities.  Because many measures of youth 

civic engagement ask about participating in more formal community-based organizations or in 

local and regional politics, the lack of relevance of those communities for youth in this sample 

represented a potential disconnect between measures of engagement and youths’ actual 

involvement.   
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To further explore this possibility, we compared the results of the questionnaire with the 

data collected during interviews.  In general, the interview data depicted a highly engaged 

student body, with all students reporting giving back to their community in some way.  The 

composite scores reported in Table 1 depict a moderately involved sample, with a high sense of 

civic duty and relatively lower participation in helping behavior.  The low score on helping 

behaviors, indicating that students “rarely” to “sometimes” help their city/town, their neighbor, 

their school, or their religious group was particularly surprising given the frequency with which 

students reported engaging in informal, prosocial behaviors.  Considering the item-level 

responses in Table 2, it appears that students’ lack of involvement in religious communities 

might be partially responsible for this lower than expected composite score.  Although many 12-

step recovery communities discuss a higher power or spirituality, the data suggest that students 

did not consider these communities to be “religious” (Galanter, 2007).  Students’ reports of their  

frequency of volunteering were also lower than might be expected from the interview data.  

Again, looking at the item-level responses, it appears that students’ lack of participation in 

tutoring might explain this score.  In both helping behavior and volunteering, students in 

recovery high schools are very involved in helping their recovery community and volunteering 

their time within that community, involvement which is not fully captured by the measures of 

civic participation used here.  It appears, therefore, that our qualitative data were able to capture 

the extent of students’ informal helping behaviors and their regular and intentional contributions 

to the recovery community in ways that the administered quantitative measures did not.  

Students did, in fact, report high levels of engagement in their communities, with this 

engagement happening in the form of traditional volunteerism but also happening through 

informal means such as prosocial or helpful behaviors or through the process of self-
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development.  With our understanding of youth civic engagement as any way a young person 

engages with his or her community in the interest of the greater good (Karakos, 2015), we 

consider the ways that the participation of recovery high school students in their communities 

exemplifies and expands our understanding of civic engagement, and ways that their reported 

giving back extends outside the bounds of civic engagement.  Although we cannot consider each 

student’s particular involvement, we consider here the patterns of engagement as discussed 

above.  Context is critical to understanding an individual’s civic engagement; the context for 

students in this sample was comprised of the commonly identified communities – the recovery 

high school and the recovery community, generally comprised of all people self-identified as in 

recovery from addiction disorders.  By stretching the bounds of our thinking about youth civic 

engagement to include particular involvement in this community, we are challenged to include 

the recovery-specific forms of giving back discussed by students in addition to the school-based 

engagement that is more commonly reported by adolescents.        

Students often discussed the ways they gave back to the recovery community through 

completing tasks at meetings, sponsoring other people, or speaking at schools or treatment 

centers.  The recovery community was clearly a relevant community for many students, and 

students were clearly active contributors to this community; what is less clear is whether 

students’ engagement was for the purpose of serving a greater good or for individual 

development and accountability.  Although distinguishing the purposes of engagement (whether 

for the greater good or personal gain) in a way depends on individual intent, there are also 

attributes specific to the recovery community that suggest such participation is likely for the 

greater good.  In 12-step, mutual support recovery groups, individual recovery is situated as a 

collective process where there is an expectation that all individuals will receive help and help 
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others (Kelly & Myers, 2007; Laudet, Morgen, & White, 2008).  Although some forms of 

addiction recovery (e.g., SMART recovery, rational recovery) are more individually focused, 

step-based recovery programs are inherently collective, lifelong processes of simultaneous 

receipt and provision of help (Kelly, Brown, Abrantes, Kahler, & Myers, 2008).  Students’ 

participation in giving back to the recovery community, therefore, necessitates some contribution 

to the greater recovery collective, even if a student begins involvement for the sole purpose of 

staying sober.  Furthermore, membership in 12-step communities is also designed to be life-long, 

promoting giving back to the community both now and throughout the rest of an individual’s 

life.  In this way, participation in the recovery community adds to our understanding of youth 

civic engagement by expanding our thinking to include participation in collective, recovery-

focused efforts.  It is thus the nature of the community more so than the nature of the individual’s 

intent that characterizes giving back to the recovery community as youth civic engagement.          

 Another common form of engagement reported by students described general prosocial 

or informal helping behaviors.  For many students, these behaviors were presented within the 

context of their personal history, demonstrating that their new, prosocial acts were in contrast to 

their former antisocial behaviors.  Although this transformation is laudable and the desire to be 

kind to others is a good end for students to work toward, we have to consider the context of these 

behaviors in order to understand whether they are indeed instances of civic engagement.  For 

most students, these behaviors were not described in terms of wanting to work toward a greater 

good, but instead were described as a behavioral expectation.  In contrast to giving back to the 

recovery community, there were no clear characteristics of the context within which these 

behaviors were happening that help us broadly understand these behaviors as instances of civic 

engagement.  Therefore we must consider individual intention in each specific act in deciding 
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whether behaviors were indeed civic or instead general instances of prosocial behavior. Although 

most of these behaviors were unlikely to be examples of civic engagement, the possibility of 

enacting civic engagement through informal, everyday actions illuminates an exciting and 

accessible avenue for engagement that continues to challenge our thinking about youth civic 

engagement. 

Through these brief considerations of students’ reported engagement, we see that the 

contextualization of behaviors – within students’ relevant communities and within the contexts 

of their own actions and intentions – is critically important to understanding whether students are 

enacting civic engagement or participating in their communities in other ways.  Through 

considering students’ informal helping behaviors and their participation in the recovery 

community in light of their individual intentions and the ethos of their relevant communities, we 

are able to stretch our understanding of youth civic engagement to include the meaningful, 

substantive involvement of youth with their recovery communities.  By continuing to stretch and 

challenge the bounds of youth civic engagement, we continue to further our understanding of the 

full breadth – and thus the full potential – of youth civic engagement.    

Limitations and Implications for Future Research 

 The generalizability of our findings is limited by our relatively small sample of students 

from two recovery high schools in one state.  Although these students are to some extent 

representative of students in recovery, there are certainly important differences from other 

recovery high school students.  Additionally, it is possible that our sample in the larger school is 

biased due to our inclusion only of students who returned consent forms.  Because we intend our 

conclusions to be contextualized only within the present sample, we do not have reason to 

believe that the sample limits the validity of our findings.   
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 In addition, our brief interviews are limited by the questions the researcher asked.  Every 

effort was made to ensure that questions were understood by all participants and asked in a way 

that limited bias in responses; yet, we acknowledge that our questions certainly influenced 

students’ responses.  For example, in asking about students’ participation in their communities, 

the researcher tried to elicit responses by asking students how they participated, what they saw as 

their roles, and opportunities they had to volunteer or “give back” to their communities, 

attempting to ask after youth civic engagement through a number of phrases that were likely 

familiar to participants.  Furthermore, students’ completion of the questionnaires prior to the 

interview may have influenced their responses to coincide more with the tone and content of 

those items.   

Additional qualitative research is needed to further understand the ways that certain 

groups of youth – such as youth in recovery – understand and engage with their communities.  

The forms of engagement described by students here help to broaden our understanding of civic 

engagement as well as to refine our understanding of relevant examples of civic and non-civic 

behaviors.  Additional interviews with more youth would help to continue this process, adding to 

our understanding of the ways that students’ ecological contexts are relevant to their enactment 

of civic engagement.  Future quantitative research should work to intentionally include 

questionnaire items that will be most relevant to the particular sample of youth participants.  

Since the development of the survey instrument for this study, researchers have developed a new 

scale measuring Service to Others in Sobriety (SOS; Pagano et al., 2013).  Future research on 

prosocial behaviors among youth in recovery should use this measure as a way to more 

accurately capture the ways that youth are giving back to their communities.   
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Implications for Service Provision  

The findings presented here are relevant to recovery high schools.  First, these findings 

indicate that recovery high schools are providing opportunities for students to participate in 

volunteering and community service.  Beyond providing general opportunities for engagement, 

we recommend that schools continue to work toward identifying meaningful, personally relevant 

opportunities in the contexts of youths’ salient communities.  One possibility for schools to 

create such opportunities is to incorporate aspects of political participation into the school 

curriculum.  Public policies that directly impact the services available to people in recovery are 

continually being created, debated, and enacted (e.g., Finch, Karakos, & Hennessy, n.d.).  

Helping students learn about the policy-making process, understand the opportunities to 

participate in this process, and building skills for formal political participation would provide an 

outlet for civic engagement that would extend beyond students’ proximal communities.  Such 

engagement is also likely to cultivate lifetime habits of political participation, and further 

empower youth to be advocates for people in recovery.  Although school-based political activity 

can be intimidating for those wanting to avoid partisan politics, focusing on issues relevant to the 

recovery community could create solidarity.  Recovery Community Organizations provide an 

excellent example of how to teach and enact advocacy within a recovery community (Missouri 

Recovery Network, 2014).  Finally, although students are generally satisfied with the existing 

opportunities for engagement, school staff members in each school could spend time talking with 

students about the kinds of engagement that would be most meaningful for them, working to 

cultivate further opportunities for students to participate in line with their interests and abilities.     

For practitioners, it is additionally important to determine whether the goal is to promote 

youth civic engagement or a different, perhaps related construct, such as prosocial behavior.  
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Regardless of the construct of interest, it is important to find ways to ask students about the 

things they’re doing and the things they want to be doing relevant to whatever form of active 

involvement being promoted.  The determination of whether a specific goal is an instance of 

youth civic engagement in this scenario is perhaps less interesting to the practitioner and more 

interesting as a conceptual point for researchers or other stakeholders who are invested in 

understanding and promoting youth civic engagement.  More important is developing the ability 

– across research and practice – to measure youth behaviors of interest in a way that is 

meaningful and informative for research and practice.  Future research should continue to attend 

to both qualitative and quantitative data in working to represent the nature and extent of youths’ 

positive contributions to their communities.  
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APPENDIX A 
STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE 

 
Demographic Information 
Gender: M____ F____  Age: ______  Grade in School: ________ 
 
Civic Engagement (Lenzi et al., 2012) 
In which of the following organizations do you participate?  (please check all that apply) 
___  Voluntary service 
___  Political organizations 
___  Cultural associations 
___  Church or religious groups 
___  Youth clubs 
 
Active and Engaged Citizenship Model (Zaff, Boyd, Li, Lerner & Lerner, 2010) 
Civic duty 
Helping to reduce hunger and poverty in the world (not important to extremely important; 5-
point) 
Helping to make sure all people are treated fairly (not important to extremely important; 5-point) 
Helping to make the world a better place to live in (not important to extremely important; 5-
point) 
Helping other people (not important to extremely important; 5-point) 
Speaking up for equality (everyone should have the same rights and opportunities; not important 
to extremely important; 5-point) 
It’s not really my problem if my neighbors are in trouble and need help (strongly disagree to 
strongly agree; 5 point) 
I believe I can make a difference in my community (strongly disagree to strongly agree; 5 point) 
When I see someone being taken advantage of, I want to help them (not well to very well; 5 
point) 
I often think about doing things so that people in the future can have things better (strongly 
disagree to strongly agree; 5 point) 
When I see someone being treated unfairly, I don’t feel sorry for them. (not well to very well; 5 
point) 
I feel sorry for other people who don’t have what I have (not well to very well; 5 point) 
It is important to me to contribute to my community and society (strongly disagree to strongly 
agree; 5 point) 
 
Civic skills 
Contact a newspaper, radio, or TV talk show to express your opinion on an issue (strongly 
disagree to strongly agree; 5 point) 
Contact an elected official about the problem (strongly disagree to strongly agree; 5 point) 
Contact or visit someone in government who represents your community (strongly disagree to 
strongly agree; 5 point) 
Write an opinion letter to a local newspaper (strongly disagree to strongly agree; 5 point) 
Express your views in front of a group of people (strongly disagree to strongly agree; 5 point) 
Sign an e-mail or written petition (strongly disagree to strongly agree; 5 point) 
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Neighborhood social connection 
Adults in my town or city listen to what I have to say (strongly disagree to strongly agree; 5 
point) 
Adults in my town or city make me feel important (strongly disagree to strongly agree; 5 point) 
In my town or city, I feel like I matter to people (strongly disagree to strongly agree; 5 point) 
In my neighborhood, there are lots of people who care about me (strongly disagree to strongly 
agree; 5 point) 
If one of my neighbors saw me do something wrong, he or she would tell one of my parents 
(strongly disagree to strongly agree; 5 point) 
My teachers really care about me (strongly disagree to strongly agree; 5 point) 
 
Civic participation 
Help make your city or town a better place for people to live (never to very often; 5 point) 
Help out at your church, synagogue or other place of worship (never to very often; 5 point) 
Help a neighbor (never to very often; 5 point) 
Volunteering your time (at a hospital, day care center, food bank, youth program, community 
service agency; never to everyday; 6 point) 
Mentoring/peer advising (never to everyday; 6 point) 
Tutoring (never to everyday; 6 point) 
During the last 12 months, how many times have you been a leader in a group or organization? 
(never to 5 or more times; 6 point) 
Help out at your school (never to very often; 5 point) 
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APPENDIX B  
STUDENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 
The interviewer will use the following as a guideline to assist with a semi-structured interview.  
The interviewer will have the freedom of probing further, or skipping questions, as seems 
appropriate in the context of each individual interview. 
 

• Can you tell me about your community? 
o Who is in your community? 
o Do you have more than one community? 
o Has your community changed much over the past 1-2 years? 
o Do you feel connected to your community?  Why/how? 
o What would you like to change about your community? 

• What opportunities do you have to volunteer or “give back” to your communities? 
o Opportunities in school? 
o Opportunities out of school? 
o How do you decide which opportunities you will participate in? 

• What opportunities do you wish you had to “give back” to your communities? 
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CHAPTER V 

 

Conclusion 

  

These three papers presented evidence to suggest a renewed conceptualization of youth 

civic engagement.  In this concluding paper, we summarize the findings of each of the three 

studies, discussing each individually and in relation to the others.  We then conclude with a 

discussion of the implications of this work for researchers and practitioners interested in youth 

civic engagement, emphasizing again the importance of context. 

Based on existing research, the first paper conceptualized youth civic engagement as any 

way a young person engages – through actions or through mental faculties – with his or her 

community in the interest of the greater good.  We applied relevant concepts and theories of 

community and the greater good to this conceptualization to demonstrate its usefulness and 

contextual responsiveness.  We also illustrated how this conceptualization could be used to 

differentiate instances of youth civic engagement from related concepts, predictors, or outcomes 

of youth civic engagement.  Finally, we suggested that the term youth civic engagement is best 

used to describe a broad concept wherein diverse researchers and practitioners could find 

common ground, but that this concept should also be paired with more specific terms that 

identify the particular constructs of interest.  Although we acknowledge limitations of this study, 

we hope that it will help to build consensus across the multidisciplinary researchers and 

practitioners who continue to invest in youth civic engagement.        

The second paper utilized a large international dataset to provide a quantitative analysis 

of the influence of context on patterns of engagement.  Specifically, profiles of current and future 
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civic participation were identified in six Latin American countries.  The number and description 

of profiles varied across countries, although similarities were observed in the ways that profiles 

differed.  For example, students’ reports of their current civic participation, their intended future 

participation in protest activities, and their intentions for future electoral, political, and informal 

participation seemed to cluster together such that profiles differed according to relative levels of 

current and future participation.  Meaningful differences also existed across countries, for 

example with some countries identifying profiles of youth reporting particularly high or low 

levels of intended participation in protest activities.  Characteristics of the family context were 

predictive of individual profile membership, but school characteristics were not predictive of 

school-level profile membership.  In sum, this study provided support for the importance of 

context for specific manifestations of current and future youth civic participation.   

The third study provided a qualitative exploration of youth civic engagement among 

students attending recovery high schools.  Students reported diverse communities to which they 

belonged, with school, recovery communities, and local neighborhoods most frequently reported.  

Students also reported frequent engagement in giving back to their communities, particularly 

their school and recovery communities.  The most common ways students reported giving back 

were through traditional volunteerism (e.g., serving a meal at a homeless shelter), giving back to 

the recovery community (e.g., setting up chairs and coffee for meetings, sponsoring other people 

in recovery), general pro-social behaviors (e.g., talking to other students who are having a bad 

day, being helpful), and through their own self-development, describing working on their own 

sobriety as their personal way of helping the community.  These various forms of giving back to 

the community were discussed in terms of youth civic engagement, with behaviors identified as 

working toward a greater good serving as instances of youth civic engagement, and behaviors 
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identified as solely for self-betterment or to meet a requirement serving as instances of more 

general, pro-social behaviors.  For students in recovery high schools, the recovery community 

was a particularly salient context that offered tremendous opportunities for youth to serve that 

community, providing an exemplar of a non-traditional, context-specific form of youth civic 

engagement.  This study added additional depth to our understanding of the ways that the voices 

of youth in a particular context can broaden our understanding of youth civic engagement.   

 Across the three studies, context continues to be critically important to our understanding 

of youth civic engagement.  We observe in the conceptual paper how applying different 

theoretical and conceptual lenses to understanding of community and the greater good can shape 

our thinking; we observe in the quantitative paper that substantively different profiles of civic 

participation emerge among students in six Latin American countries; and we observe in the 

qualitative study that the context of being a student in recovery shapes the way students choose 

to give back to their communities.  These observations of the importance of context emphasize 

the importance of sensitive data collection methods.  Specifically, we recommend qualitative 

methods for relatively new or unfamiliar contexts, such as recovery high schools, where the 

forms of engagement enacted by youth might not be the same as those enacted by youth in other 

contexts.  When quantitative methods are employed, we stress the importance of including data 

to describe the context in the analyses in order to consider the degree to which individual, family, 

school, community, or national context influence engagement.   

 We are also challenged by the findings here to continue to understand “the greater good” 

in context.  When interviewing recovery high school students, the greater good was couched in 

terms of a mutual support recovery community, where the greater good for the community was 

contingent on both individual and communal growth.  This greater good could be understood 
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through Nussbaum’s (2011) Capabilities Approach, where the goal of the group was to mutually 

work together to create capabilities in self and others (Kelly & Myers, 2007; Laudet, Morgen, & 

White, 2008).  In the quantitative study, the greater good was less explicit; we assume, instead, 

that students’ participation in school and community based activities, discussion of social issues, 

and intentions to participate through protests and future political participation are all done for the 

good of society or for a patriotic motive.  This assumption could certainly be questioned; 

however, in the absence of further evidence, the assumption that these behaviors are in fact 

instances of civic engagement (current and intended future) seems to be in line with the spirit of 

youth civic engagement.   

 For youth civic engagement researchers, these studies offer a call for greater 

intentionality and increased clarity in research terms and questions.  We implore researchers to 

choose their terminology carefully, identifying their work as relevant to youth civic engagement 

when appropriate, and using additional terms to clarify the specific construct of interest.  In our 

conceptual paper, we were interested in the broad concept of civic engagement, and therefore 

used that term; in the quantitative paper, we were interested in identifying profiles of civic 

engagement as comprised of current civic participation and intentions for future protest and 

political participation, and therefore used both the overall and more specific terms; and finally, 

for the qualitative paper, we were interested in identifying the specific ways that youth enacted 

the broad concept of youth civic engagement, using terms familiar to youth (giving back and 

helping others) to identify particular behaviors (such as community service and service to the 

recovery community).  We hope that future research will continue to clarify the particular 

conceptualizations of the concepts of interest.    
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 For people working with youth, the implications of these studies depend on the goal of 

practice.  If the goal is to promote “youth civic engagement,” then we implore practitioners to 

take advantage of the opportunity to cultivate a wide array of actions that youth can take in 

communities for the sake of the greater good.  This can be done through many mechanisms; 

consistent across those, however, is the importance of listening to youth to understand their 

energy and abilities, and working to understand their specific communities in order to better 

conceptualize what the greater good might look like in youths’ communities.  For practitioners 

whose goals are not specific to youth civic engagement, however, we believe the terminology 

issues will be less relevant.  For example, the school staff members at recovery high schools 

have no reason to specifically promote youth civic engagement.  Their continued practice of 

affording opportunities for both civic engagement and general prosocial behaviors, therefore, 

should be in line with their goals and should continue to afford positive experiences to youth in 

recovery.  

 Promoting youth civic engagement has the potential to promote valuable skills in 

individuals, create more hopeful and compassionate communities, and further the cause of social 

justice in society.  Developing consistency in how we conceptualize civic engagement, and 

allowing this concept to be contextualized within particular communities, can promote the 

continued growth of research on youth civic engagement, making the findings across studies 

more relevant and adding greater validity to the field that will enrich research and practice.  It is 

our hope that we as researchers will continue to understand and promote youth civic engagement 

in communities to work toward this greater good. 
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