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Overview The United States depends on its citizens as voters, volunteers, and general participants in the
civic life of the nation.  Yet only 32 percent of 18- to 24-year-olds voted in the 2000 presidential elections.

Also, despite a professed desire to become involved, less than half of American adolescents participate in
community service activities. What leads young people to become involved in civic activities?  What factors keep
them from taking part?  And what can program developers do to ensure that projects seeking to help adolescents
become responsible citizens are successful in attracting and retaining youth?

In an effort to address these questions, Child Trends conducted a review of 60 studies on civic engagement. We
focused particularly on studies that pertain to political involvement and volunteerism.  This Research Brief
brings together key findings from those studies.  For example, some research suggests that young people who are
involved in civic engagement programs are likely to be more involved in school, to graduate from high school, to
hold more positive civic attitudes, and to avoid teen pregnancy and drug use  than those who are not. Other
research shows that teens who take part in civic activities during high school or participate in an extracurricular
activity are more likely to engage in these activities in adulthood.13, 39, 40 Evidence also suggests that teens’ par-
ticipation in civic activities can result in benefits not only for teens but for their parents as well by boosting their
civic knowledge and involvement.  However, few studies have examined whether civic engagement programs
continue to foster adolescents’ civic engagement after the programs have ended, and most studies have not evalu-
ated program impacts on other outcomes, such as educational attainment, over a long period of time. 

Throughout our review of the existing studies, we were struck by the dearth of high-quality, rigorous research on
civic engagement among youth.  Moreover, only two of the evaluation studies of civic engagement programs
reviewed for this brief used experimental designs, the gold standard for assessing whether a particular interven-
tion caused a particular result. Given these limitations, readers should regard the findings we present 
in this brief as preliminary. This caution also applies to the information included in the What Works table on
page 5.   The What Works table details some of the programs and approaches that are most likely to succeed in
encouraging teens to become more active in civic life.  Only experimentally evaluated programs are included in
the review of “what works.”  Also included in the table are some “best bets,” promising practices drawing on both
experimental and quasi-experimental evaluations, other research, and wisdom from practitioners.

This is the sixth in a series of Research Briefs based on a comprehensive review of adolescent
development research. The American Teens series covers reproductive health, physical health
and safety, social skills, education, mental and emotional health, and civic engagement as they
relate to adolescents.
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INVOLVING ADOLESCENTS IN
THEIR COMMUNITIES

Teens can be contributing members of their schools,
neighborhoods, and communities.  They can volun-
teer in community or political organizations, vote
(after they turn 18), or perform individual acts that
express their concern for others, such as helping a

disabled person cross the street.  Through such 
positive social acts, teens can provide needed services
to the community and society.  But such acts can also
benefit teens themselves, helping them grow psycho-
logically, socially, and intellectually.  Adolescents who
are involved in civic affairs have been found to have 
better work ethics as adults, to be more likely to 



volunteer and vote, and to have more socially
responsible attitudes.  As teens, they are less likely
to become pregnant and use drugs, and they tend
to do better in school as well.1, 17,  26, 39, 15 Partici-
pation in civic activities may not be the only reason
for these favorable findings, of course.  They may
also reflect the self-selection of motivated, responsi-
ble teens into these activities.

Despite the positive values associated with civic
engagement and a trend toward greater communi-
ty service and volunteerism among teens,9 fewer
than half of young people say that they are involved
in such activities.  Participation in community serv-
ice activities ranges from 30 to 50 percent national-
ly.18, 29, 37 But these relatively low numbers do not
mean that adolescents are not “joiners”; in fact,
more than three-quarters of American teens have
joined a club, sports team, or other school group.27, 29

Voting rates, another barometer of civic engage-
ment, are also low among young adults, hovering
under 40 percent in presidential election years and
dropping to less than 20 percent in other years.
Moreover, rates have been declining.  For example,
50 percent of 18- to 24-year-olds voted in the 1972
presidential election (the first year that 18-year-
olds could vote), compared with 41 percent of the
same age group in 1984, and 32 percent in 2000.36

Reasons suggested for these low rates range from
insufficient time and apathy to lack of knowledge
and transportation.  Young people also have limited
involvement in political groups, with only 14 per-
cent of 15- to 24-year-olds taking part in a club or
organization dealing directly with politics or gov-
ernment.29 On the other hand, U.S. teens seem to
have a general knowledge about civic matters, and
many say they want to participate in civic activities,
such as voting, collecting money for a social cause,
or collecting signatures for a petition.37, 18, 35

One might assume that this awareness about civic
matters and expressed interest in participating in
civic activities might translate into more active civic
engagement.  That this has not happened suggests
that other factors may be coming into play. As
Child Trends searched for answers to this puzzle,
we found little research to guide us, particularly lit-
tle rigorous research, which makes it difficult to
reach definitive conclusions.  Moreover, researchers
know little about the sorts of environmental and
intrapersonal characteristics that lead youth to
become civically engaged.  For example, researchers
do not yet know whether young people who choose
to participate in community service do so for the
same reasons as those who participate in politics or
environmental activism.

WHY DO TEENS BECOME ENGAGED
IN CIVIC ACTIVITIES?
Available research indicates that a variety of factors
may play a role in adolescents’ participation in
community service activities:  

■ Gender: Some cross-sectional studies (those
based on survey data that were collected at one
point in time) suggest that girls participate in civic
activities more than boys,10, 21 vote more, and are
more knowledgeable about the political system.37, 38

Although the reasons for these findings are not
completely clear, researchers have found consistent
ties between empathy, positive social (or “proso-
cial”) behaviors, and civic engagement.  It may be
that parents and society socialize girls to be more
empathetic and therefore more prosocial.8, 3

■ Ethnicity and culture: Research suggests 
that the ethnic or cultural background of adoles-
cents’ families seem to have little, if any, bearing on
the extent of adolescents’ participation in civic
activities. 

■ Motivation: Not surprisingly, being motivated
appears to be a good predictor of civic engagement
as expressed in community service and environ-
mentalism.  Yet research has not yet uncovered a
particular reason that links the two.30, 31, 2, 20 More
research focused on teens is needed before defini-
tive conclusions can be drawn.

■ Parents: Also not surprisingly, it appears that
parents can influence the civic engagement of their
children by acting as role models and reinforcing
volunteerism.10, 11, 19, 22 

■ National and world events: What is going on
in the world at a particular time, whether famine in
Africa, conflict in the Middle East, or the threat of
terrorism at home can also have an effect on teens’
civic activities,32 but we know little about the influ-
ence of these events on individual teen behavior. 

PROGRAMS THAT ENCOURAGE
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

Quite a few programs have been created to engage
young people in community service or other volun-
teer activities.  However, few of these programs
have been evaluated rigorously to determine
whether they contribute to civic engagement after
involvement in the programs.  Instead, most evalu-
ations focus on other positive outcomes, such as
boosting school engagement and rates of high
school graduation and decreasing teen pregnancy
and drug use.  Here we focus more closely on par-
ticular program approaches to encourage civic
engagement among young people.
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One Program’s Success

One program that has been experimentally evalu-
ated is the Quantum Opportunity Program, a
multi-service, four-year, year-round demonstration
project conducted in five cities.  Part of this evalua-
tion includes taking a short-term look at how par-
ticipants fare after they have left the program.
Through the program, disadvantaged high school-
age teens were given a safe and supervised place to
do homework, listen to speakers, interact with
mentors, and learn life skills.  Research shows that
adolescents taking part in the program were more
likely to graduate from high school and attend col-
lege and more hopeful about the future than non-
participants.  They also donated significantly more
time to a nonprofit, charitable, school, or communi-
ty group in the six months after leaving the pro-
gram than teens who did not participate.  And in
the six months before the program ended and the
six months after it ended, participants were more
likely to serve as volunteer mentors, tutors, or
counselors than nonparticipants.  No data were
reported beyond the six-month follow-up.16

Service Learning

Volunteering is just one strategy for promoting
civic engagement.  Integrating community service
into school curricula has attracted growing interest
in the United States.  Through service-learning
programs, schools couple civics lessons with
required community service, but requirements
vary greatly across the nation.  As of December
2000, Maryland was the only state that required
service learning for high school graduation.  In
seven states, service-learning activities could be
applied toward graduation requirements.  Eleven
states encourage schools to use service learning to
increase student achievement and engagement. Six
states include service learning within their educa-
tional standards.  And six other states have appro-
priated funding to create service-learning activities
and programs.7

How effective are service-learning programs?  
Little experimental research has been conducted;
however, a national quasi-experimental evaluation
of Learn-and-Serve America, service-learning pro-
grams that are funded by the Corporation for
National Service, found that adolescents in the pro-
grams had better school engagement, grades, civic
attitudes, and service leadership attitudes in 
the short-term.  The evaluation of the programs at
one year was less encouraging, with all of the
effects dissipating.4

A quasi-experimental evaluation of “We the 
People... Project Citizen,” a civics education 

program, found that students in the program had
higher scores on civic knowledge, better self-per-
ceptions of civic skills, and a greater likelihood that
they would take part in civic and political life than
nonparticipants.5 The program seeks to involve
middle-school students in their communities by
teaching them about the political process, research-
ing local problems, and developing ideas on how to
solve them. A couple of years after youth left the
program, adolescents who took part were voting
more frequently than their peers.33 

Voter Participation

Another type of program that aims to boost civic
involvement works by reaching out to voting-age
young people specifically to encourage them to
vote.  Experimental evaluations of two such pro-
grams found that contacting young people by
phone produced an increase in voter turnout
among this population; contacting them in person
proved even more successful.14

Programs that seek to increase adolescents’ aware-
ness about the importance of voting and increase
their overall levels of civic engagement may have a
secondary effect of boosting parents’ knowledge
about and involvement in civic issues.  A nonexper-
imental evaluation of Kids Voting USA, a school-
based curriculum focused on voting in a democracy,
is instructive in this regard.  The study found that
the parents of students whose schools used the cur-
riculum talked more about the upcoming election
and had higher levels of civic knowledge than par-
ents of students whose classes did not use the cur-
riculum.24 Other nonexperimental studies have
also supported this concept, but an experimental
study has not been done.25

Research Results

Overall, experimental studies and quasi-experi-
mental evaluations indicate that adolescents who
take part in service-learning or service and mentor-
ing programs are more involved in civic activities
up to six months after their participation in the
programs has ended. Additionally, research shows
that teens who take part in election campaigns are
more likely to continue to be involved in politics
after the campaigns have ended.  Teens who partic-
ipate in service-learning programs may also bring
home knowledge about civic matters to their 
parents.  More experimental and longitudinal eval-
uations are needed before we can make definitive
conclusions about the effectiveness of these 
programs over the long term.

Nonexperimental research findings shed light on
those parts of civic engagement programs that
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have been found to be most successful in involving
adolescents.  Studies suggest that those looking to
design effective civic engagement programs should
provide opportunities for activities in which teens
feel appreciated for their work and can see the
impact that they are having on their communi-
ties.6, 12, 23, 28 In addition, this body of research
suggests that, where appropriate, students should
be involved in the initial development of these pro-
grams so that they can have a voice in deciding the
types of activities they provide and in designing
school-based curricula.  Teens should also be
involved in assessing their communities’ needs for
programs, share responsibility in planning activi-
ties, help with budgeting and fundraising, and
apply what they have learned in the classroom to
implementation and evaluation.

CONCLUSION

Based on our review of the research currently
available, we suggest that programs seeking to
encourage civic engagement among young people:

■ Adopt multiple strategies to promote civic
engagement, keeping in mind the many and varied
factors related to teens’ lives that influence their
engagement in community activities, including
family, school, and neighborhood.

■ Involve adolescents in activities, from the design
of the program at the start to the evaluation at the
end, so that teens are fully engaged and do not find
civic activities boring.  

■ Continue efforts over time to extend program
effects.  Promoting civic engagement is not a one-
shot event.  The effects appear to last while teens
are involved in the program, but short-term evalu-
ations show that these effects generally dissipate
over time.

NEXT STEPS FOR RESEARCH

Given the many limitations of the available
research on civic engagement among youth, and
the importance of the issue for the continuing vital-
ity of American democracy, next steps for research
include:

■ Develop basic measures of civic engage-
ment. Currently, there is no consensus on how to
define or measure civic engagement.  Without such
a definition, it is difficult to evaluate the effective-
ness of programs accurately.  Comparable 
measures across projects also will allow for better
comparisons of results across studies.

■ Develop data resources. Once measures are
created, short questions can be placed in large,
nationally representative surveys.  With the rich-
ness of contextual and individual variables in many
of these surveys (such as demographic and relation-
ship characteristics), more long-term analyses
involving several variables could be done to deter-
mine, more definitively, what leads teens to become
engaged in civic activities.  

■ Focus specifically on adolescents. There is a
dearth of research on civic engagement among
young people, as this brief mentions.  Although
much more research exists on civic engagement
among adults,* it is difficult to draw conclusions 
for teens from this research because of social, 
psychological and economic differences between
the two populations.

■ Conduct more rigorous experimental stud-
ies on the impact of civic engagement pro-
grams, as well as on the effects of varied interven-
tion strategies, on civic engagement.  Although this
brief makes tentative recommendations in this
area, more evaluations would support more defini-
tive conclusions about why teens become and
remain involved.

■ Conduct more long-term follow-up studies
to test programs’ effectiveness.  Since available
evidence indicates that the effects of civic engage-
ment programs tend to dissipate within a year of
the end of the program, evaluations of programs
need to last longer to determine if program effects
persist.  

This Research Brief summarizes a longer report, Back-
ground for Community-Level Work on Positive Citizen-
ship in Adolescence: Reviewing the Literature on Con-
tributing Factors (2001, Child Trends: Washington,
D.C.), by Jonathan F. Zaff, Ph.D., and Erik Michelsen,
which was prepared for the John S. and James L.
Knight Foundation.  Kristin Anderson Moore, Ph.D., is
the Principal Investigator and Jonathan Zaff is the Pro-
ject Director.  The brief was prepared by Anne Bridg-
man and was edited by Amber Moore, Kristin Moore,
Harriet J. Scarupa, and the study’s authors.  For more
information on the reports, call the Child Trends’ publi-
cations office, 202-362-5580.  Publications may also
be ordered from Child Trends’ Web site,
www.childtrends.org.

Child Trends, founded in 1979, is an independent,
nonpartisan research center dedicated to improving
the lives of children and their families by conducting
research and providing science-based information 
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What Works?
The What Works tables, based on a review of more
than 60 studies of programs that aim to boost civic
engagement among adolescents, identifies which
programs and approaches are most likely to succeed. 
The headings on the left identify the areas targeted
for intervention:  
■ The “What Works” column describes programs

in this area that have been found to be effective 
through experimental evaluations.    

■ The “What Doesn’t Work” column lists inter-
ventions or activities that have been tried 
and found ineffective with experimental 
evaluations.     

■ The “Mixed Reviews” column highlights 
interventions that have been shown to be 
effective in some, but not all, programs or for 
some groups of adolescents but not all teens.
Where there are empty spaces in the table, it
means that little evidence has been found for or
against programs in that particular area.    

■ Finally, the “Best Bets” column describes 
promising findings from research studies that
take account of confounding factors such as
poverty, parental participation and education
but that have not been tested with experimen-
tal designs.  It also includes results from 
quasi-experimental studies and wisdom from
practitioners working in the field.  

For a more detailed 
version of this table, with links to 

research and program descriptions, 
consult Child Trends’ Web site at 

www.childtrends.org. 

Table: Review of the Research Literature
and Implications for Targeted Activities to Improve Adolescent Positive Citizenship 

(Visit at http://www.childtrends.org/youthdevelopment_intro.asp 
for this table with links to research and program descriptions.)

WHAT WORKS WHAT DOESN’T
WORK

MIXED 
REVIEWS

“BEST BETS”

- Programs that use door-to-door and
phone canvassing directed toward youth.14

- Service-Learning
programs (e.g.,
Learn-and-Serve
America) that 
combine civics 
education with a
community service
component.4,5

Experimental Research Studies Non-Experimental Research Studies

Political Involvement

AREAS FOR TARGETED
INTERVENTION 

ACTIVITIES

- Involve youth in voluntary extracurricular participation.
- Engage students in discussions about public policy issues in 
their communities and teach them about the political process 
(e.g., Project Citizen).
- Expose students to civics curricula in school, media.

- Programs (Quantum Opportunities) that
combine life skills training with mentoring
and rewards for participation in programs
(Increase is apparent 6 months post-pro-
gram participation).16

Community Service - Promote the community service participation of parents in addition
to their children.
- Increase the availability and accessibility of community service
opportunities, particularly for low-SES youth.
- Implement programs that occur at least once per week.
- Provide youth the opportunity to feel appreciated for their work 
and have input in the formation of programs.
-Involve peers, friends

Environmental Activism - Encourage youth to value the environment in its own right, apart
from its usefulness to humans, through education or experience.

to the public and decision-makers. For additional 
information on Child Trends, including a complete 
set of available Research Briefs, please visit our 
Web site.

Child Trends gratefully acknowledges the John S. and
James L. Knight Foundation for support of this special
series of Research Briefs on American Teens.
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