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ABSTRACT
This dissertation is concerned with civic development—the process by which
young people come to see themselves as part of broader society—among immigrantorigin youth in the United States. The topic is investigated through a series of three
related studies. In the first paper, I show how civic motivations and barriers are derived
from experiences youth have in their developmental contexts of their schools and
communities. Findings point to variation in levels of civic participation and types of
motivations within context. These findings have important implications for practice;
opportunities can be better structured to facilitate youth civic involvement when adults
understand what motivates youth toward civic participation.
Findings from the second paper suggested the power of discrimination on civic
development. Groups of immigrant-origin youth who perceived the highest levels of
discrimination reported the lower endorsement of civic attitudes compared to groups
perceiving lower levels of discrimination. At the same time, the groups perceiving the
most discrimination reported the highest levels of involvement in certain types of civic
activities: change-oriented activities and expressive activities. The pattern of results held
true after controlling for demographics such as parental education, gender, school, and
ethnicity. This is a provocative finding suggesting that the experience of racial
discrimination might be both alienating and also motivating for immigrant-origin youth.
The third paper tackled both methodological and conceptual issues in immigrant
youth research. Measurement invariance was established for six civic attitude measures
indicating that the survey instrument functions similarly for youth from different
immigrant status groups. In terms of mean differences on civic attitudes, first generation
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youth were the most optimistic about the hypothetical functioning of the US government
and American ideals; however, non-immigrants felt the most personally attached to the
USA. These group differences by generational status remained after accounting for
ethnicity and socioeconomic status. Together, the three papers contribute to
understanding the specific experiences important in civic development among immigrantorigin youth as well as point to areas where future work is needed.
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INTRODUCTION
The topic of this dissertation stems from personal experience and interests. As a teen
growing up in a privileged context, I was stunned when I began to learn about the world
outside my own community. My worldview grew to accommodate my growing
understanding of privilege, power, inequality, and the role I could play in understanding
and addressing social issues. I was intrigued when I noticed that most of my friends were
not concerned about our community outside of immediate families, friends, and school.
Through college and graduate school I have been driven by questions about who
develops concern for their communities and society, how this happens, why this happens,
and in what ways. This interest has drawn me to the study of civic engagement. As the
child of an Iranian immigrant and a person who loves to travel, I also started to reflect on
the boundaries and borders of “community” and how developing a role in society
depends on one’s personal experiences in and beliefs about how societies can and should
function. This led me to read about the civic development of immigrant-origin youth in
the US and upon findings little work on this topic, I decided to focus my dissertation
work on this.
In addition to the personal reasons that drew me to this topic, I believe that civic
development is one of the most important, but understudied, forms of psychological
development today. In an interesting paradox, our world is increasingly interconnected by
permeable national borders and technological advances, yet, it seems that individuals are
connecting with others less than ever. This is seen at multiple levels, for example, fewer
people join voluntary organizations (Putnam, 2001) and more people are politically
apathetic. Developmental psychology can lend insight into this by understanding how
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youth today are developing feelings of attachment and motivations for participation in the
civic systems of their communities and society in the United States (US).
Civic Development
Adolescents develop various social identities as their experiences in the world
expand. One domain of development, the civic domain, has implications for both
individual positive development as well as for the future of political and civic life in the
United States. As a field of study, civic development is concerned with how young
people develop a sense of themselves in relation to their communities and society.
Interest in youth civic development has fluctuated over the course of American history as
historical events have changed social norms and expectations for a civically involved
citizenry. At this time in the early 21st century, there is a renewed interest in
understanding and promoting civic participation. This is partly out of fear that young
people are apathetic to political and civic life (Putnam, 2001) or even hostile towards it
(Andolina, Jenkins, Keeter, & Zukin, 2002; Lopez et al., 2006; McLeod, 2000). This is
concerning for the future functioning of American participatory democracy (Damon,
2011) as well as for positive youth development, which has at its center the tenet of
contribution to others as a route to thriving (Lerner, Brentano, Dowling, & Anderson,
2002). Beyond concerns that youth as a whole may be civically uninterested are concerns
that those who are interested don’t have opportunities to be engaged with civic life
(Youniss & Levine, 2009) and that this may be more true for certain segments of youth
than others. This “civic gap”—differences in opportunities, knowledge, and participation
between minority, immigrant, and poorer youth compared to majority, non-immigrant,
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and more well-off youth (Foster-Bey, 2008; Kahne & Middaugh, 2008; Levinson,
2010)—is one of the most troubling equity issues facing youth in the US today.
Amid a bleak picture of uninterested youth and unequal opportunities, there are
reasons to be hopeful. Young people are volunteering in local community service
activities at high rates (Lopez et al., 2006). In addition, youth voter turnout has increased
in recent presidential elections. The 2008 presidential elections saw some of the highest
youth voter turnout since 1972 (Kirby & Kawashima-Ginsberg, 2009) and 2012 youth
turnout was high as well, though not as high as the 2008 election. Many youth are finding
ways to engage in civic life, perhaps in new ways that during previous times in history
(Youniss et al., 2002). This dissertation, arising out of both concern and hope, takes on a
pressing issue in the field of civic development: understanding the civic experiences of
the important and growing immigrant-origin segment of the US youth population.
Why study civic development of immigrant-origin youth?
Understanding how young people from immigrant backgrounds are developing
attitudes about, and are participating in, US society is important for several reasons.
First, this segment is a growing demographic; the sheer number of immigrant youth in the
US makes this an important group to understand. Because of the United States’ recent
immigration history, second generation immigrants (young people who were born in the
US to one or more parents who were not born in the US) are an especially increasing
demographic (Deaux, 2006; Portes & Rumbault, 2001). How is their civic development
affected by the unique experience of family emigration and what role with these youth
play as civic leaders in the future?
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Second, immigrant youth are less involved in certain political and civic activities
compared to non-immigrants (Lopez & Marcelo, 2008). This potentially leads to a
situation in which large demographics might be underrepresented in civic processes. At
the same time, some indicators suggest that immigrants are involved in certain forms of
civic life at equal rates as non-immigrants despite many structural barriers (Jensen, 2010).
More evidence is needed to support either contention, to understand mechanisms at work
in either case, and to promote full civic participation among youth from immigrant
backgrounds.
Third, from a theoretical perspective, research is needed to understand how civic
development is similar or different for immigrants and non-immigrants in the US. There
are many unique features of being an immigrant in the US that affect civic development.
In a special issue of Applied Developmental Science (2008), scholars from diverse
disciplines investigated issues pertaining to civic development among immigrant
adolescents. As summarized by the volume editors, Jensen and Flanagan (2008), several
dimensions that are important in understanding immigrant civic development are:
socioeconomic factors, generational status, country of origin, local and national events
highlighting issues relevant to immigrants, and relations between sending and receiving
countries. Another important issue that arises in literature on immigrant adaptation is the
importance of experiences with discrimination (e.g. Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). Taking
these features of immigrant experiences in the US as a starting point for exploring how
immigrants develop civic attitudes and behaviors, I conducted three studies that will
contribute to the scant but important and growing body of research on civic behaviors and
attitudes among immigrant youth in the US.
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In sum, there is a large and growing demographic of youth in the US whose civic
development is not well understood. They may be at risk for attitudinal and behavior
alienation from civic life but they also might be developing civic commitments in
positive ways despite such risk. It is imperative to understand how unique features of
immigrant experiences in the US facilitate and serve as barriers to civic attitudes and
participation. This is important for promoting positive development among immigrantorigin youth, for ensuring equal political opportunity and representation for all
Americans, and for ensuring continued diverse participatory democracy in the US.
Terminology
In this dissertation, immigrant generational status is referred to in terms of youth
and parents’ location of birth. The terms used are first generation (immigrants to the
United States), second generation (youth who are US. born with at least one immigrant
parent), and third generation and beyond (US. born with two US born parents; also
referred to as “the third generation” or “non-immigrants” in the present research; GarciaColl & Marks, 2012; Passel, 2011). I also use the term “immigrant-origin” when
speaking generally about youth with recent immigration backgrounds, referring to both
first and second generation youth (Stepick, Stepick, & Labissiere, 2008; Suárez-Orozco
& Qin, 2006).
The issue of how immigrant-origin youth identify in terms of ethnicity is complex
and very important. Ideally, research on groups from immigrant backgrounds would rely
on ethnic self-identification rather than forced choice on limited ethnic/racial categories.
Further, in ideal circumstances research would examine groups based on shared country
of emigration and shared experience in the US. Experiences in both sending and

5

receiving countries differ widely and in important ways for understanding how people
from different ethnic groups feel about the US (Jensen & Flanagan, 2008). For example,
in the US, “Latino” is often used as a grouping description for people from widely
different backgrounds who have very different experiences of reception in the US. In
particular, studies have shown that Mexican and Cuban immigrants are very different in
terms of experiences and adaptation in the US and grouping them together risks
overgeneralizing experiences that are quite different (Umaña-Taylor & Fine, 2001).
However, in reality, the majority of research on immigrant-origin youth adaptation is still
forced to rely on broad categorizations of ethnic groups due to practical limits of getting
large enough samples of specific groups sufficient for meaningful analyses. Meaningful
differences in experiences are often found between pan-ethnic groups, for example Latino
and Asian groups, though caution must be used not to assume cultural commonality
between groups due to shared pan-ethnic labels. In the present work, pan-ethnic
identities are used to describe the most common ethnic group origins of this study: youth
from Latin American backgrounds and those from Asian backgrounds. In each paper,
this limitation is discussed and findings are interpreted with caution.
Three Papers on Immigrant-Origin Youth Civic Development
Together, the three papers comprising this dissertation are framed by two main
goals. My first goal is to provide an in-depth description of civic engagement among a
segment of immigrant youth in the United States today. Despite many calls for such
description, relatively little is known about the civic experiences immigrant youth are
having in the United States and how their experiences inform their evolving attitudes
about and participation in civic society. Given the state of research on this topic, the
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three papers in this dissertation provide new information about unique aspects of civic
development among immigrant-origin youth: motivations for civic participation situated
in contexts of youth development, the role of racial discrimination predicting civic
attitudes and behaviors, and generational status and its links with various civic attitudes.
Second, in this dissertation, I take the stance that “civic engagement” is useful as
a conceptual term but must be split into component parts and its components understood
in relation to the specific developmental contexts and experiences of youth. Civic
engagement is an umbrella term that encompasses several components such as:
knowledge, skills, actions, competencies, beliefs, goals, and attitudes. There are many
different ways to define civic engagement and to divide it into component parts and
scholars with different interests and priorities emphasize various components in
conceptualizing what civic engagement is. A current debate in civic engagement research
is whether or not the field is ready for an integrated concept of civic engagement, and
how such a concept should be defined and measured. This debate is not always made
explicit but is implied in the continual discussion about how to define “civic” and what
behaviors should count as “civic.” However, some scholars make an explicit argument
for such an integrated concept (Zaff, Boyd, Li, Lerner, & Lerner, 2010).
In this dissertation, I present three papers that collectively make a case for
dividing the components of civic engagement, and understanding them separately, before
integrating them into a broad concept. Though components of civic engagement, such as
attitudes and behaviors, might align for some youth in the United States, there is reason
to believe that they might not align for all youth. For example, youth who are
marginalized in some way, whether for race, sexual orientation, or immigrant status,
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likely have complex mixed feelings, thoughts, and behaviors toward American society.
Specifically, their cognitions (what they think about society) might not necessarily match
their emotions (how they feel about society) and their behaviors (whether and how they
engage with society). The case of immigrant youth in the United States underscores the
importance of this point. Through three different investigations, I provide evidence that
“civic engagement” is not one integrated concept. Rather, its components such as
attitudes and behaviors might not be related and might function in different ways among
immigrant-origin youth.
The Civic Purpose Project
This dissertation uses data from The Civic Purpose Project, a three-year study of
civic development among diverse adolescents being conducted by the Stanford
University Center on Adolescence. The sample for this study comes from seven high
schools in three geographic areas in California: the Bay area, Fresno, and Pasadena. The
geographic areas were chosen for convenience and to ensure that sample characteristics
were not unique to one area of California; the samples are not meant to be representative
of California or of the US. The full project consists of three waves of data collection
using two forms of data: surveys and interviews. This dissertation draws only from the
first wave of quantitative data (collected in September- October 2011) and qualitative
data from interviews conducted during the pilot study phase of the project. Quantitative
data include self-report surveys from high school seniors (ages 17-18 at Time 1)
administered electronically in classroom settings during the school day. The sample for
Time 1 (N = 1,578) has an immigrant subsample of 1193 adolescents. The largest ethnic
group represented in this sample is Latino (46%) and the second largest is Asian (29%).
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In terms of qualitative data, in the pilot phase, 22 interviews were conducted and then 50
more interviews were done for the Time 1 data collection. The particular subsamples
included in each of the three studies are described in detail in each paper.
Paper 1- What Motivates Youth Civic Involvement?
In my first paper, What Motivates Youth Civic Involvement? I use qualitative data
to examine how motivations and barriers for civic participation are tied to experiences in
ecological context among a largely immigrant sample of high school students. I examine
both similarities across contexts (defined by socioeconomic groups served by schools)
and differences in motivations and barriers. I draw attention to how civic motivations and
barriers are contextually embedded, but also point out variation in levels of civic
participation and types of motivations within context. Four categories of motivations and
two categories of barriers for civic involvement were identified. Motivations include:
particular issues, beliefs about the importance of civic action, invitations from others, and
self-oriented motivations such as developing skills or getting credit for civic action.
Barriers emerged in two categories: motivational (such as lack of interest) and structural
(such as lack of opportunities). Understanding civic motivations in context uncovers new
insights about how to structure opportunities to better facilitate youth civic involvement.
Paper 2- Discrimination and Civic Development among Immigrant
Youth: Alienation and Engagement
In my second paper, Discrimination and Civic Development among Immigrant
Youth: Alienation and Engagement, I explore how civic attitudes and civic involvements
differ for groups who perceive different levels of racial discrimination in a sample of
immigrant-origin youth (both first generation immigrants and the children of
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immigrants). Findings suggest that discrimination is a powerful experience; groups who
perceive the highest levels of discrimination report lower endorsement of select civic
attitudes compared to groups perceiving lower levels of discrimination. However, the
groups perceiving the most discrimination report the highest levels of involvement in
certain types of civic activities: change-oriented activities and expressive activities. The
pattern of results holds true after controlling for relevant demographics such as parental
education, gender, school, and ethnicity. These results provide the first quantitative
analysis of links between immigrant youth self-reported discrimination and their civic
attitudes and civic behaviors. Further, these results point out the importance of splitting
civic attitudes and civic behaviors and understanding how some powerful experiences
like discrimination may be associated with more negative civic attitudes while
simultaneously being associated with more engagement in civic behavior, at least among
immigrant youth.
Paper 3- Immigrant Youth Generational Status and Attitudes about Society:
Measurement and Conceptual Considerations
In my third paper, Immigrant Youth Generational Status and Attitudes about
Society: Measurement and Conceptual Considerations, I investigate two important topics
with regard to civic engagement among diverse youth. The first is a measurement
question, I examine whether a set of six civic attitude measures function the same way for
immigrant youth, children of immigrants, and third generation immigrants (i.e., nonimmigrants). I use multi-group confirmatory factor analysis to test measurement
invariance, whether the six measures of civic attitudes function similarly across these
three groups. This is an important, but rarely taken, step when comparing group
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differences in non-validated survey instruments. After establishing this, I test differences
in mean levels of each of six civic attitudes. First generation youth are the most optimistic
about the hypothetical functioning of the US government and American ideals; however,
non-immigrants feel the most personally attached to the US. These group differences by
generational status remain after accounting for ethnicity and socioeconomic status. These
results suggest that within the category of “civic attitudes,” further splitting is useful as
there are conceptually different types of civic attitudes that are empirically differentiated
based on youth immigrant generational status.
Conclusion
As a set of papers, this dissertation contributes to understanding civic
development among immigrant-origin youth by describing civic attitudes and
participation among these youth with a focus on unique experiences that immigrant youth
can draw on and must overcome in their civic development. Insights include, for
example, that motivations for civic participation are embedded in socioeconomic context,
many of these youth experience racial discrimination and this might compel certain forms
of civic participation while alienating youth from feeling part of society, and civic
attitudes are differentiated to some extent by immigrant generational status. This set of
papers also contributes to theory in the field of civic development. An integrated concept
of civic engagement might eventually be useful. But first, a better understanding is
needed of how the various components of civic engagement relate to each other and how
relations might differ for youth who have drastically different experiences in society
especially based on racial, ethnic, and immigrant statuses. Further, it is necessary to
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understand the different contextual correlates of civic engagement components and
experiences that might predict different trajectories of the components over time.
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CIVIC MOTIVATIONS
PAPER 1: WHAT MOTIVATES YOUTH CIVIC INVOLVEMENT?
Many youth participate in varied forms of civic involvement on a regular basis.
However, many other youth do not. To understand why this is, research on youth civic
engagement emphasizes the social contexts such as family values, peer groups, and
opportunities for civic participation (e.g., Wray-Lake, 2008; Youniss & Levine, 2009);
the demographic characteristics such as race, gender, age, socioeconomic status,
immigrant status (e.g., Levinson 2007); and the knowledge and skills youth acquire
through civic classes or leadership programs (e.g., Della Carpini & Keeter, 1996;
Galston, 2000) that contribute to youth civic involvement. However, relatively little
research has addressed why these contexts, characteristics, and skills facilitate civic
involvement for some youth but not others. What compels and repels young people from
civic involvement?
Youth Civic Involvement
The success of democratic societies depends on whether, and how, citizens
choose to engage with others in social organizations, take collective action, and work
towards goals that will benefit society (e.g., Flanagan & Faison, 2001; Verba, Schlozman,
& Brady, 1995). Although it is not always clear which actions benefit society, it is
clearly desirable in a democracy for citizens to engage with others and grapple with civic
issues. In addition to benefiting society, civic involvement confers individual political
benefits such as enhancing the chances that one’s interests are represented in political
processes (Flanagan, 2008), and psychological benefits such as empowerment and
connection with others (Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997).
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CIVIC MOTIVATIONS
In scholarship about the relations between young people and their communities,
the term “civic engagement” is often used. There are numerous definitions for this term
(Adler & Goggin, 2005) but it is often used as a broad term referring to a set of constructs
such as civic skills, knowledge, attitudes, behaviors, and goals. In the present study, the
term “civic involvement” is used to refer more specifically to the civic activities that
youth participate in. There is debate about what counts as civic involvement. For
example, political activity and volunteerism are shown to be distinct forms of civic
activities (Walker, 2000; 2002; Obradović & Masten, 2007). However, a broad definition
of “civic” is commonly used to include both activity types, especially among youth as
they have fewer opportunities for directly political involvement (Flanagan, 2008). This
inclusive definition is used in the present study to achieve the goal of identifying broad
categories of motivations across types of civic involvement. Scholarship on youth civic
involvement provides many insights about the level and nature of such involvement;
however, questions remain regarding what motivates youth toward civic involvement.
Existing approaches to understanding youth civic involvement: A missing
perspective
Recent scholarship from various disciplines investigates the topic of youth civic
involvement. Some focuses on the longitudinal associations of various types of civic
activities (volunteering as a tutor, door-to-door campaigning, or attending a rally) with
later civic outcomes (social attitudes and voting behavior). Overall, youth participation in
various civic activities is associated with later civic outcomes (e.g., Hart, Donnelly,
Youniss, & Atkins, 2007; Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995) but the type, amount, and
quality of participation is associated differentially with various outcomes (e.g., Flanagan,
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Gill, & Gallay, 2005; Gardner, Roth, & Brooks-Gunn, 2008; Metz & Youniss 2005;
Reinders & Youniss, 2006; Taylor & Pancer, 2007; Yates & Youniss, 1996).
Other scholarship focuses on civic involvement as an outcome and documents
what individual characteristics and contextual conditions are linked with civic
involvement. Demographic characteristics such as age, race, socioeconomic status (SES),
citizenship or immigrant status, and gender are important in predicting civic involvement
(e.g., Cemalcilar, 2009; Foster-Bey, 2008; Levinson 2007). Social attitudes such as
feeling that one belongs to their community, endorsing social responsibility (e.g.,
Cemalcilar, 2009), empathy for others (e.g., Penner, 2003), and feeling civic obligation
(Matsuba, Hart, & Atkins, 2007) are associated with involvement in volunteer activities.
Political and civic knowledge and skills are sometimes found to be important to civic
involvement (Della Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Galston, 2000) although such knowledge is
not sufficient to predict civic involvement and certainly doesn’t guarantee or explain
involvement (e.g., Hart, Donnelly, Youniss, & Atkins, 2007).
Features of youth contexts also relate with civic involvement. For example,
cultural practices (Yates & Youniss, 1999), family values and culture (Pancer, Pratt,
Hunsberger, & Alisat, 2007; Wray-Lake, 2008), and peer group values and activities
(Pancer, Pratt, Hunsberger, & Alisat, 2007; Youniss, McLellan, & Mazer, 2001) are
linked with civic involvement. In addition, neighborhood composition (Atkins & Hart,
2003; Hart & Kirshner, 2009) and school climate (Levinson, 2009; Torney-Purta, 2002)
play a role in predicting how much youth become civically involved and in what ways.
This research provides a basis for understanding the many characteristics and contexts
that lead to or prevent youth civic involvement.
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A major theme of recent research on youth civic involvement is that young people
aren’t provided with enough opportunities for civic participation. The level of
opportunities presented by schools and neighborhoods is a key condition predicting youth
involvement (Youniss & Levine, 2009). As such, the prevailing focus in developmental
approaches to promoting civic development is on how adults in social institutions can
structure opportunities to invite youth into civic life (e.g. Flanagan, 2009; Youniss &
Levine, 2009). The logic is that without such opportunities, young people don’t have an
entry point for participation in civic institutions and can’t develop an orientation toward
such civic participation.
Some scholars emphasize the importance of providing opportunities especially for
youth who are on the low end of the “civic achievement gap” (Kahne & Middaugh, 2009;
Levinson, 2007; 2010; Youniss & Levine, 2009). This gap refers to documented
differences in youth civic involvement across socio-economic, racial, and ethnic groups
in which poorer, minority, and non-college bound youth are less civically involved than
wealthier, White, and college-bound youth (Levinson, 2007). Indeed, having
opportunities narrows the gap in civic knowledge between demographic groups
(Wilkenfeld, 2009). Whether directed at specific or broad groups of youth, the important
idea that society must provide meaningful opportunities for youth engagement pervades
civic research. Adolescents form civic commitments through experiences in social
institutions (e.g. Flanagan, 2003; Hart & Kirshner, 2009; Kahne & Middaugh, 2009);
creating civic opportunities for youth is a very important approach for increasing youth
civic involvement. However, I argue that providing civic opportunities to young people is
not enough.
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Focusing only on creating opportunities does not answer the essential question of why
youth become civically involved.
Motivation
Although much of the research reviewed above on youth civic development is
concerned generally with the topic of how and why young people become civically
involved, more direct investigation of individual differences in motivations for civic
involvement among youth is needed. Focusing on individual characteristics to explore
why youth are, or are not, civically involved is sometimes seen as setting up a dynamic of
blaming young people for trends of decreasing civic involvement when the onus should
be on society as a whole to provide opportunities and invitations for youth civic
involvement (e.g., Youniss & Levine, 2009). However, it is necessary to understand what
motivates youth to become civically involved initially—to accept these invitations into
civic life. Further, within groups who have similar opportunities for involvement, what
drives some young people, but not others, to be civically involved? And how are
motivations similar or different for youth from different social contexts?
An impressive body of psychological research has been conducted to understand
motivations for human behavior. Though a review of general motivational theories is
beyond the scope of this paper, at least two theories of motivation are worth mentioning
as they have given rise to more recent and more specific theories of motivation in
domains of civic and political development. Kurt Lewin (1951) is credited with a
fundamental insight that behavior is a function of both internal psychological processes
as well as experiences (Snyder, 2009). Lewin understands motives as goal-directed forces
related to one’s values (Batson, Ahmad, & Tsang, 2002) and interacting with one’s
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experiences. Thus, motivation is a dynamic interaction between values, goals, and
experiences. This insight is very relevant to the domain of civic involvement as
motivations for action directed toward one’s community likely result from the interaction
of both internal values (e.g., Penner, 2003) as well as from experiences (e.g., Rubin,
2007).
A second approach to understanding motivations in other psychological domains
draws on the distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic types of motivations, (Deci &
Ryan, 1985). This distinction is informative and certainly applies to civic involvement.
Some suggest that youth are motivated to some extent by extrinsic or social rewards (e.g.,
Flanagan, 2009) such as building a resume. As a theoretical matter, the issue of requiring
community service to promote civic engagement is contentious. Some suggest that
emphasizing extrinsic motivators to civic involvement deters young people from making
civic commitments (e.g., Warburton & Smith, 2003) though recent evidence suggests that
mandating service does not necessarily decrease intrinsic motivations for service
(Henderson, Brown, Pancer & Ellis-Hale, 2007; Metz & Youniss, 2005). Though
conceptually useful, the present study aims to go beyond the categorization of
motivations as intrinsic and extrinsic to explore the substantive reasons and barriers that
youth report for their involvements, and how such motivations and barriers arise from
personal experiences, as Lewin (1951) suggested.
What is known about motivations for civic involvement, specifically? Some
research investigates civic motivations by working backwards from the meaning that
might be derived from civic involvement and treating it as sources of motivation. In their
comprehensive work on adult political and civic behavior, Verba, Schlozman & Brady
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(1995) propose a civic volunteerism model in which the key components to
understanding civic action are individual motivations, social processes of recruitment,
and personal as well as institutional resources. The four kinds of motivations they
propose are: material gratifications, social gratifications, civic gratifications, desire to
influence collective policy (pp. 109). They find that motivations for civic activities
(mostly political) vary but civic gratifications and desire to affect policy are the most
frequently endorsed motivations. They conclude that politically active adults are
compelled by the gratification of contributing to society rather than material or social
gratifications. In their conclusion to a special issue on the topic of youth civic
development, Sherrod, Flanagan, and Youniss (2002) offer a different framework for
conceptualizing motivations for youth civic involvement. They offer three main reasons
for youth to be politically active: personal satisfaction, collective efficacy, and
contributing to shared national values. These are three outcomes often associated with
civic involvement; however, they have not been tested directly as motivations for such
involvement.
Despite a paucity of research understanding civic motivations, research in related
fields provides insights about potential motivations for civic involvement. For example,
work on motivational change through extracurricular activity involvement (e.g. Fredricks,
et al. 2002) such as in youth organizations (e.g., Pearce & Larson, 2006) suggests that
youth are motivated toward extracurricular activities by the opportunity to meet certain
needs. For example, needs such as showing or gaining competence and making or
retaining social connections (Fredrick’s et al., 2002). This literature focuses on initial
extrinsic motivations that develop into intrinsic motivations through organizational
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involvement. In fact, every young person in Pearce and Larson’s (2006) study reported
being motivated to join a youth activism organization in order to obtain community
service hour credit, though many of their motivations changed over the course of
participation, a process referred to by Colby and Damon (1992) as transformation of
goals. Though such extrinsic motivations for civic involvements are certainly important
for understanding youth decisions to participate in civic activities, what other motivations
exist?
A body of literature from public administration research addresses the topic of
what motivates adults toward public service. Perry and colleagues (e.g., 1990; 2008)
suggest the construct of public service motivation (PSM) as a disposition leading some
individuals to public service. They argue that motives for such work are often rational,
norm-based, affective, or a combination of these motives (Perry & Wise, 1990). Similar
to findings from youth civic engagement literature, some suggested antecedents to PSM
include family socialization, religion, gender, income level, and earlier volunteer
experiences (Perry, Brundey, Coursey, & Littlepage, 2008). There is a substantial
literature investigating motives for volunteerism specifically, especially among adults.
Penner (2003) offers that personality traits such as helpfulness and empathy and
religiosity influence volunteer behavior and interact with experiences, such as
organizational values and practices, to form and sustain civic involvements through roleformation. Omoto and Snyder (1995) propose that three factors are influential in
predicting volunteer involvements: personality attributes, needs and motivations, and life
circumstances. Such research points to the importance of recognizing internal
motivations for civic involvement such as public service jobs and volunteerism, however
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such work focuses on adult civic involvement and aims at understanding how to recruit
and maintain volunteers. This literature informs the investigation of youth civic
motivations but much of this literature focuses on adults and not youth (e.g., Penner,
2003; Perry, 1990; 1997), on motivational change over time (e.g., Fredricks et al. 2002;
Pearce & Larson, 2006), or does not address motivations for civic involvement
specifically (e.g., Pearce & Larson, 2006; Penner, 2003; Perry 1990). The present study
extends such work with its focus on youth motivations for civic involvement.
Motivation in Context
Civic development is situated in social contexts and local institutions (Jahromi,
2011; Rubin, 2007). In her study of the civic experiences of youth in four schools with
varying income levels and racial composition, Rubin (2007) finds that young people
develop their civic identities as reactions to their everyday experiences in their contexts.
Importantly, the experiences of a large segment of young people are characterized by
negative interactions with civic institutions and individuals such as teacher, social
workers, and police officers. Rubin finds that the level of disjuncture or congruence
between the ideals of the America and the everyday experiences of young people in their
own lives is an important dimension influencing their developing civic identities. Using
this conceptual framework, the current study extends to the area of motivation to examine
how motivations for civic involvement might derive in response to youths’ everyday
experiences in the context of school, which is a particularly important context for civic
development (e.g., Levinson, 2010; Rubin, 2007).
The present study adds to existing literature on youth civic involvement using a
qualitative approach with a diverse sample of youth to identify broad categories of
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motivations and barriers to civic involvement. The research questions addressed are: (1)
What motivations and barriers do youth report for their civic involvements; can
meaningful categories of motivations and barriers be derived? (2) Do different
motivations and barriers emerge across school context (when school context is defined by
the socio-economic population served)?
Method
Qualitative approaches are useful to generate hypotheses in an understudied
domain (Patton, 1990). Because relatively little is understood about what motivates some
youth but not others to become involved in civic activities, exploring motivations for
youth civic involvement through a qualitative study provides rich information. This study
examines the perspective of young people on the topic of motivations and barriers to
civic involvement and situates analysis within and across different school contexts.
Participants
Two interviewers conducted 22 interviews with youth between the ages of 16 and
18. Participants came from four schools that were chosen because of the diverse
populations they serve. In an effort to investigate motivations from youth at schools on
both ends of the “civic empowerment gap,” (e.g., Levinson, 2009) two schools were
chosen that serve higher socio-economic populations compared to the two other schools.
A variety of indicators suggest that two of the schools served higher SES students (also
called higher-resourced schools) and two served lower SES students (referred to as
lower-resourced schools): graduation rate, rate of drop-out, percent eligible for free or
reduced lunch and ethnic diversity (see Table 1 for school profiles).
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Our sampling approach involved asking someone at each school (e.g. the
principal, an administrative assistant to the principal, or a school counselor) to choose 4-5
seniors for us to interview. We provided them with a very basic description of our study.
We asked our contact to identify one student who was highly involved in civic activities
(loosely following the “exemplar” approach; see Colby & Damon, 1992; Damon, 2008)
and to choose 3-4 additional students who were not as civically involved; this was to
ensure a range of civic involvement within each school. We believe that one school
(School A) chose several highly involved students, so we asked to interview three
additional students at this school who were not as civically involved. We wanted to
interview youth from diverse ethnic backgrounds so this was also considered in
recruitment. The final sample consisted of 19 high school seniors (ages 17-18) and three
students in grades 10-11. Four of the 22 participants were not born in the USA and fifteen
had at least one parent who was not born in the USA (see Table 2).
Interview Procedure
After following appropriate consent and assent procedures, interviews were
conducted over the course of two months. We used an in-depth semi-structured approach
to interviewing and each interview took between 45 minutes and two hours, with most
lasting one hour. The interview was developed, piloted, and practiced through multiple
iterations by our research team before being used in the field.
Two interviewers followed a script of open-ended and follow up probe questions.
In the portion of the interview relevant to the present study, we were interested in
motivations and barriers for civic involvements. Sample questions are “Tell me about
yourself, what kinds of activities are you involved in” and later in the interview “Has
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there ever been anything at your school that you thought should change? Did you have
the opportunity to do something about it?” We followed up with asking how and why
they became involved in different civic activities.
Analysis
Our research team conducted a series of steps to identify the themes emerging
from this set of interviews, to create a coding system, and to draw conclusions from these
data. Our analysis was guided by general research questions regarding the nature of
motivations for youth civic involvement, but we aimed to capture the themes and ideas
that emerged in the words of our respondents. To meet these goals, we used both theorybased content analysis methods (Weber, 1990) and open coding (Strauss and Corbin,
1990). We used an iterative process of reading interview transcripts, identifying themes,
and discussing how the themes related to our research questions and hypotheses. During
an initial analysis phase, four researchers read through the interviews and identified
quotes that illuminated our research questions. Each coder developed an independent list
of data points from the interviews for the categories of interest. We repeated these steps
until we agreed on our final categories of motivations. Finally, two coders—one who had
been involved in the previous phase and one who had not—independently coded for each
participant’s primary and secondary civic motivations. Coding independently, the coders
reached agreement on 17 out of the 22 interviews for primary motivations, and had coded
the same two categories for primary and secondary motivations but swapped the position
of codes for 2 of the 5 reaching 86% agreement: through discussion they came to
agreement on the primary and secondary motivations for all participants reaching 100%
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agreement. Additionally, each coder made a list of each type of involvement mentioned
by the youth and any barriers to involvement.
Results
Overall, youth varied widely in the extent of their civic involvement, the types of
civic activities they were involved in, and the motivations they reported (see Table 3 for a
summary of motivations and barriers). Four categories of motivations and two types of
barriers emerged from these interviews. Results are organized by the categories of
motivations that emerged: issues/causes, beliefs about civic action, self-goals, and
response to an invitation. The first category, personal issue or cause motivations capture
specific civic issues or causes youth were passionate about. In the second category,
beliefs, motivations were expressed as beliefs about the importance of civic action. The
third category, self-goals, were motivations relating to some form of self-enhancement
and the fourth category, response to an invitation, were motivations stemming from being
invited into civic involvement by another individual or group. In the following section,
types of motivation are described with examples and then the prevalence of motivation
types by context is reported. Following that, barriers are reported with examples and
prevalence by context. All students cited in this paper have been assigned pseudonyms.
Categories of Motivation
Issue or cause. The six youth coded as having personal issues or causes as their
primary motivator described becoming motivated for civic involvement by passion about
a specific issue or a personally relevant cause. Their involvements seemed to be in
response to needs that the youth identified in their communities or personal issues that
affected them in specific ways. These motivations varied in terms of how personal and
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how dramatic the issues were. Although the target of the motivating issues differed, this
motivation had a similar specific and localized quality to it.
For example, one young woman, Angela from School D, was moved to protest
police brutality after a family member of hers was shot by the police. Speaking about a
protest she was involved in, Angela reported:
…it was called “Stop the Violence” And we walked [far]…I didn’t know Joe, but
the fact that he got killed by an officer, that just made me want to do it. Because
the police killed my cousin, so every time I have a way of getting in a protest that
got to do with an officer, I’m there.
Angela’s involvement in protest activities is motivated by a very personal event in her
life. Her response is emotional and specific to the issue of police brutality and abuse of
power rather than motivated by a general sense that protesting is a productive civic
action. One young man, Evan who is also from School D, is motivated by the issues he
sees in his community
Well, living here, I see things. I see violence. I see change. [City] has a lot of
history of change, of people that resist, and take action, and that inspires me to be
more like them. I was part of plenty of organizations…I wanted to make change
in the community, and wanted to teach all youth the history that’s not being
taught at schools like ethnic studies, that kind of stuff.
Though less traumatic than the examples above, two youth in this sample, Ben
and Luis (both from School C) became involved with civic activities when they were
faced with the possibility that their water polo team would not receive funding (Ben was
coded as primarily motivated by issues and Luis as secondarily motivated by issues).
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Both were compelled to join together to write letters and attend school board meetings.
Luis reported “…the school board recently was talking about shutting down the pool for
water polo. And I had to go to some of the school board meetings to protest that.”
Through his passion for water polo and in response to it being threatened, he became
involved in a variety of civic activities to combat the threat of losing his team. It is not
likely that he would attend school board meetings out of a general desire to learn about
the democratic process, rather, he had a specific and meaningful reason to attend
meetings. Luis is an example of someone who undergoes the process of transformation of
goals whereby his initial motivation, saving his water polo team, is the impetus for action
but through his exposure to political processes, his civic activities and goals expand into
being a more informed civic actor. For example, he explains:
…Experiences have shaped me. Like they were – the school board recently was
talking about shutting down the pool for water polo. And I had to go to some of
the school board meetings to protest that. But at the school board meetings I was
paying attention to how the members acted and just how they seemed to react to
different – ‘cause I had to sit through more than just mine to get to where my
issue – to get to our issue, so I saw how they act on different issues. And on the
November election, I was able to vote.
The types of involvements associated with this motivation category were often
political (e.g., protesting, attending political group meetings, petitioning) though the type
of involvement also seemed to depend on the context and types of opportunities
available. All six of the young people interviewed who were motivated primarily by an
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issue were from the less resourced schools. For some youth, the initial motivation was
personal but through exposure to civic processes, they became involved in other activities
while for others, their involvement only centered on the personal issue and did not lead to
interest in other issues.
Beliefs about the importance of civic action. Contrasting with the issue-driven
youth, the six youth in this group described their motivations in more general terms
expressing the belief that civic involvement itself is important. These beliefs were usually
not reliant on a passionate connection to their particular civic involvements; rather, the
particular issues were not nearly as important as the fact that they were acting on their
beliefs about civic action. Examples typical of this type of motivation include expressions
of personal commitment to give back. For example, Michelle (School A) reports that “I
really like to give back to my community, and it’s something that I’ve been kind of doing
mainly since freshman year.” Others, such as Maria (School C) report a belief in general
social responsibility: “I do [feel that I have responsibilities as a citizen] because
everybody does, I feel like we have to do our part in our community, and our community
does their part in our state, and it just goes on to our whole country.” Christy from
School B explained that:
I’m a believer of if you have a lot, and you are able to give back, you should make
the world better for everybody because it’ll enter and come back to you in a
certain way, whether it be helping the economy of the country you live in or just
self-satisfaction or something like that.
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For many youth expressing this primary motivation, the target of their “giving back” or
wanting to “do their part” was not the motivational focus but sometimes seemed
incidental.
Four of the six youth coded as having beliefs as their primary motivation were
from the highly resourced school contexts; two were from the less resourced schools. One
of the two belief-driven youth from the lower-resourced schools conveyed belief
motivation in combination with issue-driven motivation; this was true for one of the four
youth in the highly resourced schools.
Self-goals. There were four youth coded as being primarily motivated toward
civic involvement by personal goals or self-interests. They expressed a range of goals
related to self-enhancement in some way, for example, personal development, preparing
for their future, gaining skills or knowledge, building a resume, or becoming better
informed. This category overlaps in some ways to the idea of extrinsic motivation or
social rewards in existing literature on civic engagement (Flanagan, 2009). Importantly,
in this sample, these motivations were always present in combination with other-oriented
motivations (such as beliefs about civic action or specific issues of concern) so it is
difficult to tease apart which is the primary motivator and these should not be considered
as exclusively extrinsic.
One type of self-goal motivation that emerged was the desire to prepare for the
future. Some expressed the importance of civic involvement for personal development.
For example, Maya from School A explained:
[My involvement in an organization] started off as more personal, like being able
to develop as a leader, being able to be exposed to different types of knowledge,
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different types of people…So it’s really an exciting opportunity to me, and – to
really try to impact people in different ways.
Others were more specifically focused on civic involvement as instrumental for future
goals such as going to college. For example, Kim (School A) said “Me and my friends
kinda wanted to start on summer programs for college, so we looked around, and then
[my friend] told me about it.” Kim reported that certain experiences would help build her
college resume, but she was also aware that she could grow as a person through such
experiences. When asked by her interviewer “So initially, it was for college, you wanted
to get some experiences like that?” she answered “Yeah, and also for myself, as well, too
– learn and grow to become a better person.” Kim expressed multiple related self-goals.
All four of these youth coded as having self-goals as a primary motivator were
from the more highly resourced schools. The students who were motivated by self-goals
were also motivated by beliefs or issues and they tended to be highly involved in
activities such as political youth organizations, and service-oriented summer internships
and youth programs. One participant, Ben, from a lower-resourced school (School C)
who was coded as having self-goals as secondary motivations wanted to address specific
issues that affected himself as well as others: lobbying to keep a sports team. This goal
was more immediate than the future-oriented self-goals of youth from the schools with
higher resources. Many of the youth reporting self-goals as one of their motivations also
expressed that their goals changed through their civic involvements. This concept, which
Colby and Damon (1992) call transformation of goals, is well documented in youth civic
involvement literature and provides compelling support for the notion that getting youth
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involved, for any reason, has positive implications on their civic development (e.g.
Youniss, McLellan & Yates, 1997).
Response to an invitation. Three young people were categorized as being
motivated for civic involvement in response to an invitation or pressure from others.
Examples of this include: helping a friend or being asked by an adult. Youth reporting
this motivation were not necessarily connected to the specific issue and didn’t express
beliefs that civic involvement it is important, rather, someone asked for their help and so
they got involved.
Ian (School A) mentioned that he participated in a fundraiser to “help out a
friend.” but did not elaborate at all on a connection to the importance of the involvement.
Kate from School B responded to a speaker at her school:
Well…I did this one thing where we went door-to-door and we informed people
about how to save energy and how to become more green. We were given the
packages of information to give to them and then we were kinda told what to say
and stuff like that…There was a speaker who came to our school, and she told us
about it, and asked for volunteers to help.
The youth in this category were not particularly compelled by specific issues and
they did not express any ideological beliefs attached to their participation. Interestingly,
they did not discuss the same transformation of goals through their civic involvement that
youth with self-goals reported. Perhaps responding to requests doesn’t lead to the same
level of commitment to civic involvements as other motivations. Or, youth who reported
this motivation might have become involved in one-time events rather than sustained
involvement.
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All three of the youth coded as primarily motivated by responding to an invitation
from others came from the more highly resourced schools. Because we did not ask
participants directly if someone had ever asked them to participate in a civic activity, it is
possible that this motivation is under-represented in the present data.
Barriers to Civic Involvement
In addition to coding the four motivation categories above, we also coded barriers
to civic involvement that youth discussed. Both personal and systemic barriers were
noted in the interviews. Personal barriers describe reasons such as youth don't have a
strong interest in being civically involved, for example, because they lack interest, feel
complacent, or describe ideological opposition to civic involvement. These were
especially evident for youth in highly resourced schools. Systemic barriers describe youth
who feel that they can’t be civically involved; for example, because they lack the
opportunities, resources, experience, or knowledge. Youth in low resourced schools
discussed personal barriers as well as systemic ones.
Personal barriers. Among the reasons for civic non-involvement reported by
youth, some lacked the motivators listed above, for example, they did not have a specific
issue of interest, or believed that things are fine without personal civic participation.
There were nine youth who were coded as reporting personal barriers to civic
involvement; six were from highly resourced schools and three were from lowerresourced schools. Many of the uninvolved youth reported not taking part in civic
activities because it was not a priority for them considering their other commitments.
Another personal barrier was a sense of complacency, or the thought that things are fine
so civic involvement was unnecessary. For example, Ian (School A) reported “I don’t
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really see anything in my community that I don’t like. It’s a safe neighborhood. There’s
not lots of crime” and went on to explain his awareness of some problems that don’t
relate to him “…because I don’t think I’m personally aware of what it’s like to live
without healthcare. I can’t relate to what it’s like without healthcare, so I don’t see to the
extent of how big of a deal it is.” Thus, he doesn’t have issue-specific or belief-driven
motivation for civic involvement.
Many youth who were not involved in civic activities reported that they saw the
value in civic involvement even if they did not participate in civic activities due to
various barriers. However, one uninvolved youth, John (School B) chose not to
participate in civic activities in part out of ideological reason: belief in the importance of
taking care of oneself. John reported that:
… people should look out for themselves first and not necessarily others…it’s OK
to put yourself first and be entirely concerned with yourself, and that shouldn’t be
looked down upon as selfish, or even if it is called selfish, the word “selfish” or
“greedy” shouldn’t be too frowned upon…the amount of times I’ve been asked to
help others, and when I’m asked to help do a project in leadership, I have to think,
‘Well, do I have time for that?’ And I sometimes feel bad about saying, ‘No, I
don’t have the time for that,’ even though, to me, I’m doing the best for myself.
Interestingly, some of the youth who were very involved in one form of civic
activity mentioned barriers to other forms. For example, Michelle (School A) who
actively volunteers described a barrier to political forms of civic involvement by
commenting that she is not that type of person. When asked to explain, she reported:
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I’m timid. I would never be able to lead a group on that large of a scale…or I
don’t know if I would be able to take the responsibility…I don’t know how to
explain it, but stereotypically, we just see leaders as strong, charismatic
individuals, and I just have never really thought about myself like that.
This brings up the point that though motivations for volunteering and political
involvement are treated similarly for the purpose of the present study, it is important to
note that motivations might differ by specific types of involvement. Overall, youth who
were civically involved at different levels reported a variety of personal barriers keeping
them from participating more or from participating in other types of activities, or from
participating at all.
Systemic barriers. Another set of barriers that emerged were more systemic than
personal; they were presented as less of a personal choice than the personal barriers.
Youth reporting these type of barriers usually expressed some desire to be civically
involved but felt that they lacked the opportunities, time, resources, experience, power, or
knowledge to do so. There were seven youth who were coded as reporting systemic
barriers to civic involvement; three were from highly resourced schools and four were
from lower-resourced schools. Some barriers, such as lack of opportunities, are well
documented in other research. Youth in this study did report such barriers as well as other
systemic barriers such as lack of time, knowledge, and power. Through these interviews,
it is clear that such systemic barriers are not simple roadblocks to civic involvement;
rather, these barriers are perceived by youth as convincing reasons why their participation
is unwelcome or futile. Beyond the fact that opportunities were not available, some youth
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seemed to perceive the lack of opportunities as evidence that they cannot, or should not,
bother with civic involvement.
Many youth report not having time for civic involvement, while others youth wish
they could become involved but don’t know how. For example, Christina (School D)
reports that “… there’s things around that I see that I wish were better, but I wouldn’t
really know how to make them better.” She doesn’t seem to know where to begin
addressing problems she sees in her community. Others feel too young to influence civic
life. For example John (School B) said “I don’t think there’s much a minor can do” so
they conclude that there is no point in trying. Some youth reported feelings of
disempowerment, a barrier that fits both labels of motivational and structural. For
example when asked about taking civic action, Angela (School D) reported “No, ‘cause
they ain’t gonna listen to me, so I’m not about to waste my breath on people that ain’t
gonna listen. Or they might sit there and listen but ain’t gonna do nothing about it.” This
disempowerment was more evident in interviews of youth from the schools with fewer
resources, but was expressed by youth at the highly resourced schools also.
Discussion
The first research question of the present study was: What motivations do youth
report for their civic involvements? Four categories emerged that reflect different
motivations for civic involvement. The most common primary motivators were personal
issues or causes, beliefs about the importance of civic involvement, and self-oriented
goals. Though the primary motivations of each youth were fairly clear from the language
and anecdotes the youth discussed, the motivations are related and certainly occur in
combination. Youth are likely motivated to civic action by more than one drive.
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Some of the emergent categories of civic motivation are similar to those proposed
by previous work. For example, some of the self-goals from the present study are
examples of extrinsic motivations (Deci & Ryan, 1985), such as joining in an activity to
build one’s resume. Other self-goals from the present study are similar to personal
satisfaction motives (Sherrod, Flanagan, & Youniss, 2007) such as joining an activity
because it made participants feel good about themselves. In contrast to the prevailing idea
in youth civic engagement research about increases youth civic involvement by more
providing opportunities, the category of motivations responses to an invitation was the
least frequently reported in the present study. However, this may be underrepresented due
to the nature of the present interview that didn’t ask directly if an invitation or
opportunity had been presented. Indeed, in other research, responding to invitations can
be a fruitful route into civic involvement (Youniss & Levine, 2009) perhaps leading to
sustained involvement through goal transformation. It is likely that responding to an
invitation or opportunity for civic involvement facilitates youth civic involvement no
matter what the other motivators are.
The most compelling contribution that emerged in terms of categories of civic
motivations is the distinction between beliefs about civic involvement and personal issues
and causes motivations. This distinction has not emerged in research on youth civic
engagement; however, broader psychological theories suggesting that internal states drive
human behavior are relevant to understand this. For example, Damon’s (2008) work on
purpose suggests the importance of youth’s internal beliefs as driving motivators and
organizers of behavior. The category of personal issues and causes builds on work, for
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example Rubin (2007), emphasizing how personal experiences provide the context for
action, perhaps especially in the domain of civic involvement.
The second question of this research relates motivations to school context
(defined by socioeconomic population served by the schools) by asking: how do youthreported motivations vary across school context? Given existing research suggesting that
level of opportunities for youth to participate in civic life is linked with higher levels
civic involvement (e.g., Flanagan, 2008; Levine & Youniss, 2009), it was expected that
youth in the more highly resourced schools would report more opportunities for
involvement, for example, through school clubs and community opportunities. Indeed,
this was true; the only three youth reporting response to an invitation motivation came
from the more highly resourced schools.
Two approaches are helpful to understand how motivations for civic involvement
are tied to school context beyond the opportunities available to youth. First, looking at
motivations by levels of civic involvement across the groups helps understand if and how
motivations vary by context. Second, looking at variation within each context addresses
the question, given similar opportunities for civic involvement, what motivations
differentiate youth who are civically involved from those who are not?
Looking at these findings by comparing the motivations for civic involvement
across contexts reveals differences in civic motivations by context. Many youth from the
highly resourced schools expressed beliefs and self-goals motivating their civic
involvement. It is not possible to discern from this study whether this is due to features of
the schools, communities, or families of students at these schools; however, it seems that
many youth in these two schools who were civically involved were being socialized to

39

CIVIC MOTIVATIONS
believe, for various reasons, in the importance of civic involvement. For some, this came
from beliefs about “giving back” and “contributing to community” while for others, the
emphasis was on preparing for the future role of citizen. Though some of the youth in the
more highly resourced schools reported a specific issue that was important to them, their
primary motivations seemed to be not the issue itself but rather the idea of addressing
issues through civic action.
In contrast, more youth from the lower-resourced schools were motivated
frequently by specific issues and less by generalized beliefs about civic involvement. The
fact that all youth coded as primarily motivated by issues came from the schools with
fewer resources is an important finding regarding how motivation and context interact. It
is suggested that youth from schools with lower resources have fewer opportunities for
civic participation (Hart & Atkins, 2002); perhaps especially in the absence of numerous
opportunities, specific and personal issues are what motivate youth. It is also possible that
youth in the more highly resourced contexts perceive fewer social issues of personal
relevance. The youth from schools with fewer resources seemed to be reacting to
personal situations or to problems they identified in their community. Many youth
programs, especially with youth in lower-resourced contexts, capitalize on youth
reactions to social inequalities and channel such reactions into civic involvement.
Flanagan (2009) offers that “these projects harness young people’s frustrations and direct
their anger toward social change.” It is important to note that schools take unique and
sometimes active roles in civic socialization for young people. In addition to the resource
and opportunity differences across schools focused on in this study, many schools do
purposeful work around issues of civic education and have distinct approaches (e.g.
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Flanagan, Cumsille, Gill, & Gallay, 2007; Hess, 2009). Perhaps the lower-resourced
schools in the present study had a culture that emphasized civic participation for making
change. The higher-resourced schools might have a culture emphasizing civic
participation for preparing for one’s future. This study doesn’t include an analysis of the
culture of the four schools with regards to civic socialization, future work can illuminate
this issue in more depth.
Youth civic involvement takes different forms for various groups of youth (e.g.,
Flanagan, 2008; Kirshner, Strobel, and Fernández, 2003; Sanchez-Jankowski, 2002;
Sherrod, Flanagan, Kassimir, & Syvertsen, 2005) and specific experiences in social
contexts situate civic development (Rubin, 2007). The present study adds that
motivations might also differ according to various contexts of youth development.
Understanding variation in motivations offers a new way to understand why demographic
characteristics are associated with different levels and forms of civic involvement. In
terms of addressing the “civic gap” between youth in higher and lower SES contexts, the
most prominent current suggestion in the civic literature is that more opportunities are
needed to invite all youth, but especially youth from lower socioeconomic contexts, into
civic life (Kahne & Middaugh, 2009; Levinson, 2007, Youniss & Levine, 2009).
However, to close the civic gap, it is necessary to attend as well to potential differences in
what motivates youth and the relations between opportunities, motivations and context.
It is also revealing to look within school contexts to examine patterns of youth
civic motivations. For example, the “unexpected cases” of youth who were highly
involved despite attending less resourced schools with few opportunities (such as Evan)
and youth who were uninvolved despite high levels of resources and civic opportunities
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(such as Kate). Beyond opportunities, beliefs and passions distinguish levels of civic
involvement. For example, Evan’s passion for representing his cultural background led to
his active civic involvement, despite his experience that his school context did not teach
his cultural history or provide opportunities existed for such cultural representation. In
the schools with many civic opportunities such as civic clubs and community
partnerships, youth, such as Kate, who were not civically involved, reported neither belief
about civic involvement nor passion about specific issues. Providing additional
opportunities is not enough to engage these young people in civic life. What is needed to
increase their civic involvement is endorsement of general beliefs regarding civic
involvement or for their passions to be stirred by personally interesting and meaningful
issues. Young people can be encouraged to form beliefs about, for example: giving back,
representing one’s culture, fighting for rights, or preparing for productive citizenship.
Youth can also be encouraged to find specific issues about which they are passionate
(e.g., Flanagan, 2008; Sherrod, 2003). This requires skilled mentors to be attuned to
sparks of interest youth show that might be nurtured into action (e.g., Damon, 2008).
Both beliefs and passions are internal sources of motivation deriving from context that,
when more fully understood, can be tapped into to increase youth civic involvement. Not
having opportunities is certainly a barrier to civic involvement, but having opportunities
does not guarantee involvement. The recommendations in this paper for understanding
and targeting motivational dimensions should work in concert with recommendations for
structuring more civic opportunities for youth. To engage youth effectively, opportunities
can be provided in ways that capitalize on existing youth motivations.
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Limitations and Future Directions
There are several limitations to this study. The sample is not representative of
youth in the USA and the findings are meant to generate ideas rather than to test
hypotheses. For example, our sample from one of the more highly resourced schools was
comprised of mostly Asian students; this reflects the composition of the school in our
study but may limit the generalizability of findings to all highly resourced schools.
Motivations are complex and multi-dimensional; though we detected meaningful
categories of motivations for civic involvements, most young people have multiple
motivations that work together in complex ways not easily separated. The categorization
of schools as “highly resourced” and “less resourced” was an attempt to identify how
motivations and barriers are situated within social contexts. Though demographic
information about the schools was used to make this categorization and meaningfully
captures an important dimension of school context, labeling schools should be done with
caution and future work should carefully determine what school characteristics are
relevant to civic involvement.
Future research can expound on the idea found in the present study that initial
motivations differ from motivations that sustain civic involvement. Future research
should also address what types of motivation lead to sustained civic involvement over
time. Perhaps generalized beliefs will lead to greater sustained civic interest through
affective commitments to civic involvement in general. Or conversely, those with
generalized beliefs but not specific issues of interest might decline their involvement
without deep passion connected to a specific issue to sustain involvement. Similarly,
those with self-goals might lose interest as they fulfill goals like becoming prepared for
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future citizenship. Which motivations predict sustained involvement will undoubtedly
rely on subsequent experiences (Taylor & Pancer, 2007). The motivational categories
offered here are intentionally broad; however, further research should specify the content
of both beliefs and issues that motivate civic involvement. Methodologically, more
nuanced analysis within groups, perhaps defined by level of opportunities available for
civic involvement available, will illuminate how civic development might differ across
context.
Finally, future research must address whether motivations and barriers for
explicitly political versus community service oriented civic involvements differ.
Motivations and barriers for these two types of civic involvement likely differ in ways,
but both may stem from similar needs to contribute to society or to address important
issues. Finally, future research should explore relations between motivations and barriers.
What barriers are strong enough to prevent otherwise motivated youth from civic
involvement? What motivators are strong enough to lead to sustained involvement in the
face of barriers?
Conclusion
These interviews illuminate examples of motivations and barriers for youth civic
involvement. Knowing what motivates youth, and especially those with varying levels of
civic opportunity, adds to the understanding of civic development processes and has
potential practical implications for facilitating civic involvement among youth. Youth
have various beliefs, concerns, desires, and interests leading them toward or away from
civic involvement. The perspective of motivation has been left out of understanding civic
development; it is necessary to consider the nuanced experiences motivating youth civic
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involvement as research on civic development moves forward. Adult educators and
mentors who can recognize youth’s beliefs and interests will be more successful in
structuring civic opportunities that provide a way for them to engage with and develop
those beliefs. Understanding and capitalizing on the reasons why youth are initially
attracted to civic involvement can help facilitate broader and deeper involvement among
diverse youth.
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PAPER 2: DISCRIMINATION AND CIVIC DEVELOPMENT AMONG
IMMIGRANT YOUTH: ALIENATION AND ENGAGEMENT
Adolescence is a critical time for developing attitudes about and engagement with one’s
community and society (Atkins & Hart, 2003; Yates & Youniss, 1998). Unfortunately,
many minority and immigrant-origin adolescents (youth who were not born in the USA
or who have at least one parent not born in the USA) in the United States face the
alienating experience of discrimination (Abu El-Haj, 2007; Garcia Coll et al., 1996;
Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). Youth from Asian and Latin American backgrounds report
experiencing more discrimination compared to their peers from European backgrounds
(Huynh & Fuligni, 2010). It is widely documented that discrimination is associated with
interpersonal stress and psychosocial adjustment problems among immigrant youth
(Padilla, 2008). Experiencing discrimination also bears on how immigrant youth feel
about and participate in their communities. Such experiences provide powerfully negative
clues that one doesn’t belong and isn’t welcome in a community or society.
Discrimination is associated with detached or negative feelings about one’s community
and society (Abu El-Haj, 2007; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). When it comes to
participation in society, theory and qualitative research suggests that discrimination can
be both a barrier and a motivator for civic participation (Jensen, 2010). In the tense
political climate currently faced by many immigrant-origin youth in the United States, it
is critical to understand how experiencing discrimination relates with feelings about and
participation in the US civic system.
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Civic Engagement
Civic engagement is a conceptual umbrella that describes many aspects of
individuals’ relationships with community and society. Civic engagement can describe,
for example, one’s knowledge about civic systems, attitudes about people or civic
institutions in society, beliefs about society and one’s appropriate role in it, goals for how
one wishes to relate to society, and behaviors one engages in to address civic issues
(Levinson, 2010; Zaff, Boyd, Li, Lerner, & Lerner, 2010; Zaff et al., 2011). Each
component is important and each provides a different lens through which to understand
how individuals relate to their community and society. The concern of this paper is with
two aspects of civic engagement: civic attitudes and civic behaviors among immigrantorigin youth.
Civic Engagement Components: Links between Civic Attitudes and Behavior
An important unanswered question about youth civic development is how civic
attitudes and civic behaviors relate to each other concurrently and over time. One
conceptual approach taken by many scholars of civic development is to combine
attitudinal and behavioral indicators of civic engagement. Some studies merge indicators
of both attitudes and behaviors into composite variables of, for example, “civic
commitment” (Kahne & Sporte, 2008). This approach conceptualizes civic engagement
as a broad and cohesive construct; however, it does not account for potentially different
correlates and trajectories for components of civic engagement. Other studies seem to
consider attitudes and behaviors interchangeably, for example using the civic behavior of
community service involvement as an indicator of the civic attitude “allegiance to
community” (Bogard & Sherrod, 2008). Many studies differentiate between civic

57

DISCRIMINATION AND IMMIGRANT CIVIC ENGAGEMENT
attitudes and behaviors but are often concerned with predicting either civic attitudes
(Flanagan, Cumsille, Gill, & Gallay, 2007; Henderson, Brown, Pancer, & Ellis-Hale,
2007; Schmidt, Shumow, & Kackar, 2007) or civic behaviors (Hart, Donnelly, Youniss,
& Atkins, 2007; Obradović & Masten, 2007; Stepick, Stepick, & Labissiere, 2008) from
earlier experiences. Some studies examine links over time between civic behaviors and
civic attitudes. The most studied civic behavior is high school community service
participation, which seems to be linked with later civic behaviors such as continued
service and voting (Hart et al., 2007), somewhat linked with later attitudes such as civic
efficacy, and civic knowledge (Schmidt, Shumow, & Kakar, 2007) but not linked with
later political attitudes such as political trust or interest (Henderson et al., 2007). These
studies provide valuable information about predictors of each facet of civic engagement
but do not speak to relations between civic attitudes and civic behaviors and do not
address experiences that potentially differentiate between the development of civic
attitudes and civic behaviors.
Civic Engagement: An Integrated Construct?
As research on components of civic engagement has grown, there has been a
recent push to derive an integrated measure of the various components that make up
“civic engagement.” For example, Bobek and colleagues (2009) propose a measure of
Civic Identity/Civic Engagement (CICE) to integrate theoretical components of civic
engagement such as social cohesion, civic skills, civic commitment/duty, and civic
action. Using a cross-sectional sample of 8th grade students, they derive an empirical
model with six factors (civic duty, civic skills, neighborhood social connection, peer
social connection, civic participation, and adult social connection) that load, with varying
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strengths, onto the second order construct of CICE. Building on this study, Zaff and
colleagues refine Bobek et al.’s (2009) model by dropping two factors—connection to
adults and connection to peers—for theoretical reasons, and testing a new model across
time and across gender. They propose the concept of Active and Engaged Citizenship
(AEC), a second order latent construct made up of four constructs (civic duty, civic skills,
neighborhood connection, and civic participation). The four latent constructs load with
varying strengths onto AEC and they find this model is invariant across time (grades
eight through 10) and across gender.
However, Zaff and colleagues (2011) later examined the development of the
components of AEC and find that initials levels and rates of change for the four
constructs are different across 8th to 11th grade. Most importantly, experiences such as
participating in youth programs and religious involvement predicted different growth
trajectories for different engagement components. These results suggest that in order to
understand the development of civic engagement, it is important to attend to the different
components of civic engagement. Overall, research on civic engagement needs more
conceptual clarity about which aspects of civic engagement are being measured and more
empirical attention to relations between various components of civic engagement and
experiences that might differentiate development of various components.
Civic Engagement among Immigrant-Origin Youth
It is important to make this distinction between civic attitudes and civic behaviors
as two components of civic engagement for all youth but this may be especially important
when examining civic engagement among immigrant-origin youth. The small amount of
evidence among immigrant-origin youth civic engagement suggests different conclusions
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depending on whether one examines how immigrant youth feel about their communities
and US society or how immigrant youth participate in their communities and society.
Available evidence documenting civic attitudes among immigrant-origin youth
compared to non-immigrant youth is mixed. Some studies suggest that immigrant-origin
youth do not differ from non-immigrant youth on civic attitudes such as forms of
patriotism and national identity (Huddy & Khatib, 2007). However, one study found that
Latino-origin immigrant youth in the USA reported less positive feelings about the USA
(Torney-Purta, Barber, & Wilkenfeld, 2006) according to analysis of data from a large
study of civic engagement among youth from 28 countries. Still other studies suggest
that first generation immigrants report the most positive attitudes about society, perhaps
reflecting a selection effect of who immigrates to the USA (Garcia Coll & Marks, 2012).
Indeed, an analysis of immigrant generational status and civic attitudes reveals that the
type of civic attitude is relevant; first and second generation immigrant youth appear to
feel very optimistic about American institutions but less personally attached and effective
within civic the system (Ballard, 2013).
In terms of civic behaviors, overall, rates of participation in civic activities seem
to be similar between immigrant-origin and non-immigrant youth (Lopez & Marcelo,
2008; Stepick, Stepick, & Libissiere, 2008) when demographics like socioeconomic class
and mother’s education level are accounted for, though, there are some differences in the
types of civic activity participation. Immigrant-origin youth tend to be more involved in
local activities that are relevant to their immigrant status and ethnic group such as helping
people who are new to the USA and helping translate documents (Stepick, Stepick, &
Labissiere, 2008). However, non-immigrants, at least of voting age, tend to be more
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involved in formal political activities like voting or displaying campaign buttons or being
a member of political groups (Lopez & Marcelo, 2008).
Discrimination and Immigrant-Origin Youth Development
Discrimination is an unfortunate and powerful experience faced by immigrantorigin youth. Latino and Asian immigrant-origin youth report experiencing more racial
and ethnic discrimination compared to European background peers (Huynh & Fuligni,
2010) perhaps because they are visible minorities compared to immigrants from
European ethnic backgrounds. Asian-origin youth are subject to “model minority”
stereotypes based on the assumption that Asian-origin immigrants do better compared to
other immigrants in the USA on a host of outcomes. This can be just as harmful as more
negative stereotypes (Chou & Feagin, 2008). A Pew report suggests that 20% of AsianAmericans report experiencing racial discrimination and 13% were likely to consider
discrimination a “major problem”, through they do not report this statistic among
immigrant Asian-American in particular (Pew Report, 2012). People from LatinAmerican backgrounds perceive high rates of discrimination; 61% reported
discrimination being a “major problem,” and the most commonly cited reasons were for
immigrant status and race (Lopez, Morin, & Taylor, 2010). This was especially true for
those who were foreign born; in the same report, 70% of first generation immigrant
Latinos believed discrimination was a major problem preventing Latinos from succeeding
in the USA. Though both groups experience some degree of discrimination, the source
may differ. One study found that Asian youth report more discrimination perpetuated by
peers than their counterparts of other ethnicities while Latino youth report more
discrimination from adults compared to their other ethnic peers (Greene, Way, & Pahl,
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2006). For both Latino and Asian immigrant-origin youth, experiencing discrimination in
high school predicts low academic performance (Benner & Graham, 2011; Huynh &
Fuligni, 2010) and self-esteem (Huynh & Fuligni, 2010) and high levels of psychological
(Huynh & Fuligni, 2010; Syed & Juan, 2012) and physical distress (Huynh & Fuligni,
2010).
Discrimination and Civic Development among Immigrant-Origin Youth
The question of how experiencing discrimination affects civic development
among immigrant youth is important but understudied (Jensen, 2010; A. Stepick &
Stepick, 2002). Given the widespread occurrence of discrimination experiences among
immigrant-origin youth and the implications of these experiences on their developing
civic identities, it is important to know how such experiences are linked with civic
engagement for these youth. What is known about discrimination and civic attitudes and
civic behavior among immigrant-origin youth? There has been theoretical work and some
qualitative research but very little quantitative work on the topic.
Discrimination and Civic Attitudes
Numerous theories describe the potential role that discrimination might play for
immigrant-origin youth who are forming attitudes about the USA. Some scholars worry
about the negative consequences of immigrants facing discrimination, such as feeling
unwelcome and excluded (Rumbaut, 2008; Sanchez-Jankowski, 2002). This might be
particularly concerning for youth in the process of identity formation (Jensen, 2010). For
example, reactive identity theories suggests that to the extent that immigrant-origin youth
feel excluded from society in their country of settlement, they will withdraw from
forming positive attitude attachments to society (e.g., Portes & Rumbaut, 2001, Chapter
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7, Portes & Rumbaut, 2006, Chapter 4). Social psychological theory suggests that
perceiving discrimination not only leads people to withdraw from society but also
predicts stronger attachment to one’s in-group (Padilla, 2008; Schmitt & Branscombe,
2011).
A limited set of studies examines how experiencing discrimination relates with
civic attitudes among immigrant-origin youth. As part of a foundational study of
immigrant youth adaptation in the USA, Portes and Rumbaut (2001) examined positive
feelings about society and civic institutions among 5,200 second generation youth. They
found that those who perceived the most discrimination endorsed positive civic attitudes
much less compared to those who did not perceive as much discrimination. For example,
Rumbaut (2008) notes that immigrant-origin youth agreed in the promise of opportunity
through education in the USA and agreed that there is no better place to live than the
USA. However, this was especially true of youth whose groups were favorably received
in the United States (such as Cubans) and less true for youth whose ethnic groups faced
discrimination (such as Jamaicans and individuals from the West Indies). Wray-Lake,
Syvertsen, and Flanagan (2008) found that among immigrants from Arab backgrounds,
those who felt that Arabs were negatively portrayed in the USA were more likely to think
that the US government was not responsive to all citizens and were more likely to
interpret experiences of prejudice through a political lens.
Some relevant empirical research has examined discrimination and civic attitudes
among immigrant adults. Michelson (2003) found that among Latino adults of Mexican
descent, personally experiencing discrimination or perceiving that one’s ethnic group was
discriminated against also predicted lower levels of political trust. Experiencing
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discrimination is related to lower trust in the government (Schildkraut, 2005) and less
positive feelings about society among immigrant adults in the USA (for a review,
(Phinney, Berry, Sam, & Vedder, 2006), and lower trust in the authorities among
immigrant adults in Finland (Liebkind & Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2000). Though research
concerning immigrant adults provides clues about links between discrimination and civic
attitudes, these links might differ during adolescence, with its particular developmental
characteristics and tasks. More evidence is needed about discrimination and civic
attitudes among immigrant adolescents, an especially important time for civic attitude
formation.
Also relevant are experiences with discrimination and civic attitudes among
ethnic minorities. Survey studies and experimental studies have found that, in general,
ethnic minority youth are as likely as non-minority youth to agree that America is a fair
place and that government and police are fair; however, youth who reported being
discriminated against were less likely to endorse such beliefs (Flanagan, Syvertsen, Gill,
Gallay, & Cumsille, 2009; Major et al., 2002). The link between discrimination and civic
attitudes also seems to depend on the target of the civic attitude being measured. For
example, Flanagan, Syvertsen, Gill, Gallay, & Cumsille (2009) found that experiencing
discrimination related to lower beliefs about the fairness of US institutions but did not
predict lower patriotic goals. Some qualitative evidence documents the important role of
experiences with discrimination in attitude formation. Though not focusing specifically
on immigrant youth or on experiences with discrimination, in her qualitative study of
youth experiences and civic identity development Rubin (2007) found that one key
dimension that differentiates youth civic attitudes is the extent to which young people
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experience congruence or disjuncture between American ideals and their own
experiences in society. Jahromi (2011) found the same in a qualitative study of diverse
youth; indeed, one prominent experience of disjuncture that comes up in interviews is the
experience of discrimination (Jahromi, 2011; Rubin, 2007).
In sum, available evidence from studies with immigrant-origin youth, adults, and
ethnic minority youth suggest that experiencing discrimination is associated with lower
endorsement of beliefs that society is fair and just, that the government is responsive to
citizens, and that civic institutions such as law enforcement are generally fair and
functioning well. However, discrimination may not necessarily relate with civic goals,
such as, for future patriotic involvement. How does discrimination relate with actual civic
involvement among immigrant-origin youth?
Discrimination and Civic Involvement
Fewer studies explore how discrimination relates to civic involvement among
immigrant youth (Jensen, 2008; Stepick & Stepick 2002). Many scholars theorize that
experiences with discrimination play a pivotal role in predicting civic involvement (e.g.,
Stepick & Stepick, 2002). Two basic theoretical positions exist: (1) that experiencing
discrimination should serve as a barrier toward civic involvement and (2) that
discrimination should motivate civic involvement. Some empirical evidence supports
each position.
On the one hand, experiences that lead immigrant youth to feel alienated from
society might also lead them to withdraw from civic participation. If young people feel
unwelcomed and disempowered, perhaps they are unlikely to invest time in civic
activities. Padilla (2008) describes that one coping response to ethnic threat experienced
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by Latino immigrants is to withdraw from activities that highlight their ethnicity, thus,
taking civic action would be undesirable as it likely increases ethnic visibility. SanchezJankowski (2002) argues that “exclusion groups”—immigrant groups who are excluded
from mainstream society at a given point in history—are likely to be involved only in
local civic activities (to the extent that they are involved at all) but not national politics
because they perceive themselves as wielding little economic or political power. At least
one study finds that experiencing discrimination predicts low voting engagement among
Latino immigrant adults (Schildkraut, 2005).
On the other hand, experiencing discrimination might compel immigrants toward
civic involvements aimed at fighting discrimination or gaining rights. Padilla (2008)
refers to social activism as another coping response to ethnic threat that is brought about
by experiences with discrimination faced by Latino immigrants. Jensen (2010) takes this
idea further, presenting a “counter-push” hypothesis that immigrants engage in political
and civic activities in response to discrimination and experiences with injustice. Insights
from qualitative studies support this and some quantitative empirical evidence with
immigrant adults bears this out.
Qualitative studies with immigrant-origin youth provide some evidence that
discrimination can motivate civic involvement. Stepick, Stepick, and Libassiere, (2008)
gather from their interviews of immigrants in South Florida that civic involvement among
youth increased around the time that the Elián González case, a disputed immigrant
political asylum case, was playing out publically in Florida. The authors suggest that this
was perceived as a “group discrimination” event among Cuban immigrants in Florida that
catalyzed strong feelings and engagement with civic life for immigrants. In her
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qualitative study interviewing immigrant-origin youth from various backgrounds, Jensen
(2008) finds some evidence that youth get involved providing academic help to same
ethnic background peers in order to prove negative stereotypes about academic
achievement wrong.
Some studies document how other marginalizing experiences, not with
discrimination, are linked with civic involvement. In a quantitative study of immigrant
adults in New York, groups who were most successful by standards of educational
attainment, income, and occupational status were the least likely to vote and be politically
active. The groups that were less successful in this regard were the most likely to be
politically involved (Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, & Holdaway, 2009). This aligns with
the idea that conditions traditionally thought of as “barriers” to civic involvement—low
income and low education—might sometimes be civically and politically motivating. In
an analysis of immigrant-related protests in metropolitan areas, Okamoto and Ebert
(2010) found that instances of local anti-immigrant events raised the probability of
immigrant collective protest actions and Ramakrishnan and Epenshade (2001) found that
anti-immigrant legislation had a positive effect on political participation for first and
second-generation immigrants adult groups. These intriguing findings support the notion
that negative experiences in society can be civic motivators at the group level; more
research investigating this phenomenon at the individual level, especially among
immigrant youth, is needed. Further, this research points out that links between
discrimination and civic involvement likely depend on the type of civic involvement
being considered.
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In sum, perceiving discrimination might be either a barrier or motivator to civic
involvement. Drawing from mixed findings from previous research, perhaps
discrimination serves as a barrier to some forms of civic involvement, especially to
traditional forms of political civic activity, while motivating other forms. Given that
discrimination might motivate immigrant-origin youth to dispel unfair stereotypes, prove
wrong the perpetrators of discrimination, or increase pride and solidarity in one’s group,
discrimination seems likely to motivate protest or other change-oriented forms of civic
activity.
Though there is good reason to surmise that discrimination might relate with
lower endorsement of civic attitudes while also motivating certain forms of civic
involvement, surprisingly few studies document relations between experiencing
discrimination and civic attitudes and involvements among immigrant-origin youth.
Qualitative evidence points to examples of how discrimination can motivate civic action.
Where quantitative evidence exists, it is with adults (e.g. Michelson, 2003; Schildkraut,
2005), and conceptualizes civic participation in narrow terms, most often through voting
behavior (e.g., Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, & Holdaway, 2008) without attending to
the diversity of forms that civic involvement takes. Further, limited available evidence
examines links between discrimination and either civic attitudes or civic involvement but
does not examine relations between civic attitudes and civic involvement and how
experiences with discrimination might differentiate these components of civic
engagement.
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The Present Study
The purpose of this study was (1) to describe civic attitudes and civic behavior
among 1st and 2nd generation Latino and Asian youth and the links between these two
components of civic engagement, (2) to examine how perceptions of discrimination
might differentiate levels of civic attitudes and various forms of civic involvements
among immigrant-origin adolescents and (3) to examine whether links between perceived
discrimination and civic attitudes and involvement persist when controlling for ethnicity,
socioeconomic status (school and parental education), and gender.
METHOD
Sample
Participants were recruited as part of a large study of civic development among
diverse youth. In the Fall of 2011, seniors at seven public high schools (selected because
they serve middle and low class populations diverse with regards to ethnic and racial
composition and immigrant status) were invited to participate in the study. A subset of
youth was chosen for this study based on their Asian and Latin American immigrant
backgrounds (N= 998). Of this subset of youth, 161 reported that they were not born in
the USA (N = 77 Asian and 83 Latin American; hereafter they are considered to be the
first generation) and 645 reported that they were born in the USA but that one or more of
their parents were not born in the USA (N = 286 Asian and 360 Latin American;
hereafter referred to as the 2nd generation). The final sample size for analyses was 806
immigrant-origin youth who answered the key analysis variables. Participants were 54%
female with a mean age of 17.36 years old (SD = .43). In terms of parental education,
36% of this sample had parents who did not graduate from high school and 35% of
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participants came from families where both parents had graduated high school but not
college. The language background of this sample is diverse with the majority of
participants (48.3%) reporting “sometimes” speaking a language other than English at
home whereas 43.5% reported always speaking a language other than English and 7.6%
reported never speaking a language other than English at home.
Measures
Civic attitudes. The attitudes of interest in this study are youth’s opinions about
civic institutions in the USA and feelings of personal attachment to the USA. Trust in the
American promise was assessed through a composite of three items (C.A. Flanagan,
Syvertsen, & Stout, 2007) that ask participants to rate their agreement from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) on items, for example, “America is a fair society where
everyone has an equal chance to get ahead.” Items were internally consistent (α = .88).
Government responsiveness was indexed through four items (Flanagan,
Syvertsen, Gill, Gallay, & Cumsille, 2009) that ask participants to rate their agreement
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) on items for example “The government
doesn’t care what people like me and my family think (reverse coded).” Items were
internally consistent (α = .84).
Attachment to the USA is a composite of five items that ask participants to rate
their agreement from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) on items that ask about
how important identifying as American is to participants. These five items were drawn
from Huddy & Katib (2007). Due to space constraints, only nine items from their 25
items were included. Items are from what Huddy and Katib refer to as the “National
Identity,” “Symbolic Patriotism” and “Constructive Patriotism” scales. Further,
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exploratory factor analysis suggested a two-factor solution for the nine items. The five
items that loaded onto the first factor were retained as a measure of attachment to the
USA. Items loaded onto this factor > .68. Items included were: Being an American is
very important to me; I feel strong, positive emotions when I see the American flag
flying; “American” is an important word to describe who I am; If I criticize the United
States, I do so because I love my country; and I feel strong, positive emotions when I
hear the Star Spangled Banner. Items were internally consistent (α = .85).
Civic involvements. Involvements in various types of civic activities were
measured through a slightly modified version of the 30 item measure, the Youth
Inventory of Involvement (Pancer, Pratt, Hunsberger, & Alisat, 2007). The original
inventory of 30 items was adapted by removing 11 items based on our initial pilot testing
with 108 students that indicated low levels of participation and low variability in these
activities among students. Three items that were not in Pancer et al.’s original inventory
were added in an effort to include a wide range of civic activities relevant to diverse
youth and were pilot tested: ‘expressed my own opinions or beliefs about issues through
clothing, buttons, or bumper stickers’, ‘documented or discussed political and social
issues through the internet (Facebook, Twitter, Blog, Myspace, YouTube)’, and ‘used art,
music or digital media (art/graffiti/music/spoken word/dance/videos/rap) to express my
views about political or social issues’. Participants indicated their involvement since the
beginning of high school in 22 activities on a scale of 1 (never) to 4 (regularly).
Conceptual and empirical considerations resulted in using nine items for the
present study to tap into four distinct forms of civic involvement. Traditional political
involvement was measured through a composite of two items: contacted a political
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representative to tell him/her how you felt about a particular issue and wrote a letter to a
school or community newspaper or publication). Items were correlated at r = .63 and
were internally consistent (α = .76). Expressive involvement was measured through three
items that were composited: expressed my opinions using art, music or digital media to
express views about political issues, expressed opinions about issues through clothing,
buttons or bumper stickers and discussed political issues though the internet, e.g. through
Facebook, Twitter, blogging, Myspace, or Youtube. Items were fairly internally
consistent (α = .65). Finally, Change-oriented political involvement was measured with
two items that were composited: attended a protest march, meeting or demonstration and
signed a petition. Items were correlated at r = .36 and were not highly internally
consistent (α = .52) but were composited because of their conceptual similarity.
Volunteering involvement was measured with two items that were composited:
volunteered with a community service organization and volunteered at a school event.
Items were correlated at r = .69 and were internally consistent (α = .82).
Experiences with discrimination. Perceptions of experiences with discrimination
were measured through one item asking youth to answer “how often do you feel that you,
personally, have been discriminated against for any reason?” from 1 (never) to 4 (often).
Those who answered with 2, 3, or 4 indicating some level of discrimination were asked to
indicate the reason by checking all that apply (e.g. race, gender, religion, age). Of those
reporting some level of discrimination, only the participants who indicated experiencing
discrimination on the basis of race are included in analyses.
Data Analysis. After running initial descriptive analyses and correlations with
study variables, the main analyses consisted of oneway Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)
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tests for group differences and regressions to test group differences controlling for
demographics. One set of three one-way ANOVAs was used to test differences on three
civic attitudes DVs for the four groups of immigrant youth differentiated by their selfreported perceived levels of discrimination. Then a set of four oneway ANOVAs was
conducted on four civic involvement DVs for the four groups of immigrant youth
differentiated by their self-reported perceived levels of discrimination. For both sets of
ANOVAs, posthoc tests were conducted to further analyze which groups differed on the
civic attitudes and involvements. Finally, where group differences emerged in the civic
attitudes and civic involvements, separate regression analyses were conducted predicting
the attitude or involvement from socioeconomic factors (school and parental education),
gender, ethnic background (Asian or Latino), and generational status (first or second
generation).
RESULTS
Descriptives
All descriptive statistics for the civic attitude and civic involvement dependent
variables are in Table 1. Despite concern that youth are involved at low levels in certain
civic activities (e.g. traditional political involvements), variability was acceptable for all
civic involvement variables and levels of skewness and kurtosis for all constructs were
adequate, i.e. skewness < 2, kurtosis < 4 (Kendall & Stuart, 1983). Assumptions for
using of ANOVAs, such as normality, homogeneity of variance, and sufficient counts
were tested and met; where steps were needed to meet the assumptions (Hilton &
Armstrong, 2006b), they are noted below.
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Out of the total sample participants (N = 806) who answered the question “How
often do you feel that you, personally, have experienced any type of discrimination”, 21%
of immigrant youth answered “never” and 79% had experienced at least some level of
discrimination. Mann-Whitney U tests were conducted to test differences on level of
discrimination reported between groups (McKnight & Najab, 2010). Participants from
Latino backgrounds reported more discrimination compared to participants from Asian
backgrounds (z = 2.24, p = .025), level of discrimination reported did not differ by gender
(z = -.19, p = .852) or generational status (z = -.30, p = .768).
Correlations between all study measures are shown in Table 2. The three civic
attitude dependent variables are weakly to moderately intercorrelated, as expected,
indicating that the three attitudes tap into separate but related attitudes about American
society. The four types of civic involvement are also weakly to moderately
intercorrelated, as expected, indicating that these types of involvements are distinct but
involvement in different types of civic activities are linked.
Correlations between civic attitudes and civic involvements varied ranging from
uncorrelated to weak positive correlations with one negative correlation. Trust in the
American Promise was weakly positively correlated with traditional political
involvements and weakly negatively linked with change-oriented involvement. Belief in
government responsiveness was linked only with volunteering involvement, weakly in a
positive direction. Attachment to the USA is weakly positively correlated with all four
forms of civic involvement (Table 2).
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Group Differences
Civic attitudes. Results of Oneway ANOVAs suggested a statistically significant
difference between groups on the three attitude dependent variables (Table 3) For trust in
the American promise ANOVA (F(3, 799) = 38.295, p = .000); for belief in government
responsiveness, ANOVA (F(3, 795) = 19.215, p = .000); for attachment to the USA,
ANOVA (F(3, 798) = 4.848, p = .002).
In order to test the exact nature of the differences between groups who perceive
different amounts of discrimination, post hoc tests were conducted. For trust in the
American promise, Tukey’s Honestly Significant Difference (HSD) post hoc tests
suggested that those who reported experiencing discrimination “often” differed from the
three other groups, reporting the lowest endorsement of trust in the American promise.
Those who reported “sometimes” experiencing discrimination differed from the three
other groups, and those who perceive “rarely” or “never” experiencing discrimination did
not differ from each other but did differ from the “sometimes” and the “often” groups.
For believe in government responsiveness, Tukey’s HSD post hoc tests again
suggest that those who reported experiencing discrimination “often” differed from the
three other groups reporting the lowest endorsement belief in government responsiveness.
Those who reported “sometimes” experiencing discrimination did not differ from those
who reported “rarely” but did differ from those reporting “never” experiencing
discrimination. Those who reported “rarely” or “never” experiencing discrimination
didn’t differ from each other but did differ from the “sometimes” and the “often” groups.
For attachment to American ideals, a Games Howell post hoc test was used to test
where group differences lie; this is recommended when the assumption of homogeneity
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of variance is not met, indicating that the variance of this dependent variable differed
across the four groups (Hilton & Armstrong, 2006a). These tests suggested that those
who reported “never” and “rarely” experiencing discrimination did not differ from each
other but did report higher attachment to the USA compared to those reporting
“sometimes” and “often “ experiencing discrimination.
Civic behaviors. Results suggest a statistically significant difference between
groups on two of the four civic involvement dependent variables. For expressive civic
involvements ANOVA (F(3, 798) = 3.444, p = .016); and for change-oriented civic
involvements ANOVA (F(3, 798 = 6.489, p = .000). Groups perceiving different levels of
discrimination did not differ on their involvement in traditional political involvements
ANOVA (F(3, 788) = 2.088, p = .100) or volunteer involvement ANOVA (F(3, 787) =
2.346, p = .072).
In order to test the exact nature of the differences on expressive and changeoriented involvements between groups who perceive different amounts of discrimination,
post hoc tests were conducted. For expressive civic involvements, Tukey’s HSD post hoc
tests suggest that those who reported experiencing discrimination “often” differed from
the three other groups (reporting the highest involvement in expressive civic activities),
while those who perceived “never,” “rarely,” and “sometimes,” experiencing
discrimination didn’t differ from each other on involvement in expressive activities.
For change-oriented civic involvement, a Games Howell post hoc test was used to
test the exact nature of group differences. Post hoc tests suggest that those who reported
experiencing discrimination “never” differed from the three other groups, reporting the
lowest involvement in change-oriented activities, while those who perceived “rarely,”
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“sometimes” and “often” experiencing discrimination didn’t differ from each other on
their levels of involvement in change-oriented civic activities.
Group differences controlling for demographic variables
Where group differences emerged in the civic attitudes and civic involvements,
separate regression analyses were conducted predicting the attitude or involvement from
socioeconomic factors (school and parental education), gender, ethnic background (Asian
or Latino), and generational status (first or second generation). All together, 15
regressions were run for the five dependent variables where group differences emerged
from the ANOVAs (three civic attitudes and two civic behaviors). In the first set of five
regressions, the “never” group was left out as the reference group so group difference
coefficients were obtained for those experiencing discrimination rarely, sometimes, and
often compared to those “never” experiencing discrimination. In the second set of five
regressions , the “rarely” group was left out as the reference group so group difference
coefficients were obtained for those experiencing discrimination sometimes, and often
compared to those “rarely” experiencing discrimination. In the third set of five
regressions, the “sometimes” group was left out as the reference group so group
difference coefficients were obtained for those experiencing discrimination often
compared to those “sometimes” experiencing discrimination. The results are compiled in
one table for clarity (Table 5).
Civic attitudes. When controlling for relevant demographic variables, differences
between each of the discrimination groups emerged on trust in the American promise
except for between those who “never” and “rarely” experienced discrimination. In each
group comparison, those experiencing more discrimination had lower trust in the
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American promise, this pattern was the same as in the ANOVAs. For government
responsiveness there were significant differences for each group comparison where
higher reports of discrimination were associated with lower government responsiveness.
Two differences emerged in these analyses that did not emerge in ANOVAs (significant
differences between “never” and “rarely” and between “rarely” and “sometimes”.) For
attachment to the USA, two of the six group comparisons were significant, those
experiencing discrimination “sometimes” and “often” were lower on this variable
compared to those “never” experiencing discrimination. This pattern was the same as in
the ANOVAs.
Civic behaviors. When controlling for relevant demographic variables,
differences on expressive civic involvement emerged between those who “often” and
“sometimes” and experienced discrimination compared those who “never” did. In each
group comparison, experiencing more discrimination was associated with higher
involvement in expressive civic activities. The difference between “sometimes” and
“never” had not emerged in ANOVAs. For change-oriented civic involvement,
differences emerged again between those who “often” and “sometimes” experienced
discrimination compared those who “never” did. In addition, those experiencing
discrimination “often” differed from those “rarely” experiencing discrimination; this
difference did not emerge in ANOVAs. For each comparison, experiencing more
discrimination was associated with higher involvement in change-oriented civic
activities.
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DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to describe links between civic attitudes and civic
involvement among immigrant-origin youth and to examine how varying experiences
with discrimination predict how these youth feel about and participate in their
communities and US society. As hypothesized, those who perceived the highest levels of
discrimination reported the lowest trust in American institutions and the lowest feeling of
attachment to the USA. However, those same youth who perceived the most
discrimination reported the highest involvement in specific types of civic activities:
activities aimed at expressing oneself and at creating change. Two important conclusions
of this study are (1) attitudinal and behavioral components of civic engagement might be
uncorrelated or weakly correlated, at least for immigrant-origin youth and experiencing
racial discrimination is associated with both alienation from and engagement with civic
life among immigrant-origin youth and (2), certain experiences can differently predict the
attitudinal and behavioral components of civic engagement which challenges the idea of
an integrated concept of civic engagement. Both points are discussed in terms of their
meaning for understanding civic engagement among immigrant-origin youth and how
future work can build on current findings. Limitations of this study are also discussed.
Discrimination Differentiates Civic Attitudes and Civic Behaviors
Relations between three civic attitudes and four forms civic involvement were
examined among immigrant-origin youth. Overall, results suggest that they are unrelated
or very weakly related. The implication of this is that, at least as presently measured,
civic attitudes and civic involvements may not even be related components of civic
engagement among immigrant-origin youth. This aligns with other research that fails to
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find links, although over time, between volunteering and later political civic attitudes
(Henderson et al., 2007). This study was concerned with links between civic attitudes and
behaviors among immigrant-origin youth but future work must address links between the
components of civic engagement to further understanding whether present findings apply
to all youth or are specific to the experiences of immigrant-origin youth, given the
complex experiences these youth have in American society.
Further, experiencing discrimination seems to differently predict components of
civic engagement for immigrant-origin youth. Those who perceive more discrimination
feel alienated from society. They feel less optimistic that society is fair, and have lower
beliefs that the institutions of American society, namely the American government, are
responsive to people like them and their families. In addition, they feel less personally
attached to being American. These findings about different civic attitudes between groups
experiencing different levels of discrimination remain after accounting for what school
the participants attend, their parents education, their gender, and their immigrant
background (both Asian/Latino and generational status) suggesting that perceiving
discrimination is a powerful experience somewhat separate from these demographic
variables. These findings align with theoretical work proposing the detrimental impact of
experiencing discrimination on the developing civic identities of immigrant-origin youth
(Jensen, 2010) and some empirical evidence finding this to be true (Portes & Rumbaut,
2001; Phinney, Berry, Vedder, & Liebkind, 2006; Wray-Lake et al., 2008).
However, the results of this study indicate that experiencing discrimination might
be a powerful motivator for certain types of civic action. At the same time as immigrantorigin youth experiencing discrimination feel alienated from society, they are equally
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engaged or more engaged with their communities in terms of civic behaviors compared to
immigrant-origin youth who report never experiencing discrimination. There were no
differences in mean levels of participation in traditional political civic action or local
types of volunteering between groups perceiving different levels of discrimination.
Where group differences emerged on expressive and change-oriented civic involvement,
they favored those youth reporting perceiving some degree of discrimination. These
youth might become motivated to express their opinions against such experiences or to
fight for rights for themselves or their ethnic or cultural group.
This interpretation is supported by both theoretical and qualitative work finding
that immigrant youth sometimes become civically involved in response to feeling
excluded from American society or from their communities (Jensen, 2008; Alex Stepick
et al., 2008). Though discrimination is a powerfully negative experience related to
various types of adjustment problems for immigrant youth (Benner & Graham, 2011;
Huynh & Fuligni, 2010) there is at least some evidence that such negative experiences
can motivate positive reactions aimed at proving negative stereotypes wrong. For
example, Sanders (1997) found in a qualitative study that African American youth who
reported experiencing discrimination were motivated by those experiences to achieve in
school. In an interview study of motivations for civic involvement among immigrantorigin youth, Jensen (2008) found that one motivator for tutoring same-ethnic peers was
to build a better reputation for one’s group. In research examining how disadvantage
might motivate collective action, experimental studies suggest that anger over perceived
unfairness is one pathway to collective action (Van Zomeren, Spears, Fischer, & Leach,
2004).
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Civic participation must be understood not only as a positive individual coping
response to social marginalization—a framework that risks overemphasizing an
individual's role and responsibility in coping with social marginalization—but as a
particularly productive response because of its social implications. This research must be
careful not to “blame the victims” of discrimination by assuming that individuals should
react a certain way to discrimination. Discrimination and racism can be thought of as
“social toxins” that pollute the environment for many minority youth and serve as
barriers to positive development (Garbarino, 1995). Toxic messages of racial exclusion
and discrimination, of who belongs in the USA and who does not, pervade the media and
unfortunately examples are readily available for many immigrant-origin youth in their
own lives. Central for not blaming victims of discrimination is recognizing the extensive
reach of discriminatory power structures at play in many institutions in the USA as well
as acknowledging the oppressive and detrimental effects that discrimination can have on
young people. However, while being careful not to conclude that youth should cope in
certain ways with discrimination, understanding the links between discrimination and
civic participation has the potential to promote positive youth development as well as to
address social inequalities. Through civic participation, youth can build skills and
experiences necessary to address structural causes of social inequities and
marginalization. Various theories of minority youth development lay out principles and
practices for social justice action programs that can catalyze experiences with
discrimination or injustice into commitments to social justice (Ginwright & James, 2002;
Watts, Griffith, & Abdul-Adil, 1999).
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If experiencing discrimination can motivate certain types of civic involvement, it
is imperative to understand for whom this is true and by what mechanisms this can
happen. A productive extension of this finding would be to understand the contexts that
might support youth experiencing discrimination to become involved in civic activities.
Perhaps experiencing discrimination can motivate civic action for youth in supportive
contexts with families, teachers, schools, or communities that offer a framework within
which to understand experiences of discrimination. Such mentors or groups might help
youth understand the structural systems that play a role in perpetuating discrimination
and thus help youth attribute such experiences to things outside themselves. Further,
these mentors might encourage youth to participate in expressive or change-oriented
activities as a constructive outlet for the justified frustration associated with experiencing
discrimination. Though they have not been directly examined with regards to the relation
between discrimination and civic involvement, some positive contexts for youth civic
involvement are open and democratic school climate (Flanagan, Cumsille, Gill, & Gallay,
2007), having access to opportunities for civic involvement (Youniss & Levine, 2009)
exposure to parents (Fletcher, Elder, & Mekos, 2000) or other adults who model
involvement and being part of a civic peer group (Youniss, McLellan, & Mazer, 2001).
These should be tested in future work as contexts that might moderate links between
discrimination and civic behavior.
Certain youth might have attitudes or characteristics that make them likely to
become civically involved in the face of discrimination. Perhaps perceiving
discrimination is motivating for young people who have a strong sense of efficacy, a
strong sense of social justice, or who are unwilling to accept the ways things are (e.g.
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Gellar & Wegman, in preparation). In addition to understanding the contexts and
characteristics that support discrimination motivating civic action, future work should
also disentangle the mechanisms explaining how perceiving discrimination might
motivate civic action. Potential mechanisms might be that discrimination induces anger,
or violates the young person’s sense of justice.
Further, if perceiving discrimination motivates some youth toward civic action in
their communities, another fruitful direction for future research is to think about how
civic behaviors might buffer against the numerous maladaptive outcomes so often linked
with perceiving discrimination (Benner & Graham, 2011; Huynh & Fuligni, 2010). For
example, for youth who experience discrimination, can civic action be an empowering
experience that might protect them against poor academic performance or mental health
symptoms commonly associated with experiencing discrimination among Asian and
Latino youth?
However, another interpretation of the present findings that immigrant youth who
perceive more discrimination are more civically involved in expressive and changeoriented activities is that youth who are more civically involved are more likely to
perceive discrimination. Involvement in protest and change-oriented activities can expose
young people to negative realities like discrimination and might serve to sensitize young
people to discrimination. Future work should extend these findings longitudinally to see
if these links exist over time. Using cross-lagged models, measuring discrimination
experiences, civic attitudes and civic behaviors at multiple points in time, will be
especially useful in determining the direction of effects.
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Challenges to an Integrated Civic Engagement Construct
One important contribution of this study is its implication for the debate about
defining and measuring civic engagement. Some scholars attempt to integrate various
components of civic engagement into one integrated measure (Bobek, Zaff, Li, & Lerner,
2009; Kahne & Sporte, 2008; J. Zaff et al., 2010). However, the present study supports
the view that civic attitudes and behaviors are distinct components of civic engagement
and should be treated separately. Further, this study shows that the experience of
discrimination predicts the distinct components in different directions. That is, youth
experiencing high levels of discrimination endorse lower levels of civic attitudes but
either equal or higher levels of civic behavior. Merging together these attitudes and
behaviors for a broad measure of “civic engagement” risks masking the links between
experiencing discrimination and civic engagement among immigrant-origin youth.
The findings of this study have several implications for research on civic
engagement. First, it is important to be conceptually clear about the outcomes being
measured. Many definitions of civic engagement exist, but researchers should be explicit
about whether they are taking a broad or narrow definition and which components of
civic engagement they are using as indicators. The distinction between components of
civic engagement, such as attitudes and behaviors, may be particularly important for
immigrant-origin youth. However, further differentiation is required within the categories
of civic attitudes and civic behaviors; researchers should be clear about the target of civic
attitudes (Ballard, 2013) as well as the form of civic behavior being measured.
Second, much more research is needed to understand the links between
components of civic engagement and the contexts and experiences that might predict
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different associations and trajectories for the components. The only other study to my
knowledge that examines particular contexts and experiences differentially predicting
various components of civic engagement is that of Zaff and colleagues (2011). Though
these same researchers developed an integrated construct of civic engagement, active and
engaged citizenship (AEC), they find that components of AEC develop along different
trajectories with different starting points, rates of change, and contextual predictors
across 8th to 10th grade. For example, participation in youth programs predicted growth in
some of the components of civic engagement (duty, connection, participation) but not in
efficacy. The authors conclude that an integrated construct is useful for an overall picture
of civic engagement; however, to determine how aspects of civic engagement develop
and which aspects need more encouragement, it is more useful to look at development of
the components.
Third, understanding the different links within and over time between ecological
contexts and youth experiences might be especially important for understanding the civic
engagement of minority youth such as first and second generation youth from Asian and
Latin American immigrant backgrounds. Civic engagement is complicated for immigrant
youth by many issues such as mixed reception of one’s cultural group in American
society, issues of legal citizenship status and associated barriers to affective and
behavioral ties to society, issues of acculturation and the salience of American and ethnic
identity, and obligations to one’s family that might promote or prevent broader civic
action (Deaux, 2008; Jensen, 2010). Given the complicated task of civic development for
immigrant youth, it is essential to attend to various components of civic engagement, how
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they are interrelated, and how experiences might differentially shape components of civic
engagement.
Limitations
Though the results of this study provide empirical evidence about perceived
discrimination and civic attitudes and behaviors among immigrant youth and contribute
to the debate about an integrated “civic engagement” construct, this study is not without
limitations. First, the data from this study are cross sectional so it is not possible to know
the direction of effects between perceiving discrimination and civic attitudes and
behaviors. Though both directions are discussed as possibilities, longitudinal work is
needed to test whether it is discrimination that alienates and engages immigrant youth or
whether youth who have certain attitudes or levels of engagement perceive different
amounts of discrimination.
Second, the variable measuring perceived discrimination in the present study is
limited. Because these data come from a larger study of civic development among diverse
youth and was not focused on experiences with discrimination, the variable used to
measure perceptions of discrimination was a one-item question that asked people to
report how much discrimination they face. For one thing, it is possible that the type of
discrimination immigrant-origin youth experience has bearing on their civic attitudes and
involvements in different ways. For example, racial discrimination might be particularly
alienating because it centers on a feature of oneself that is not changeable whereas feeling
discriminated against for one’s age, for example, might be less traumatic because that
will change. Research suggests that experiencing discrimination is complex and multidimensional and factors such as who is doing the discriminating, for what, how frequent
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it is, whether it is targeted at oneself or one’s group, who is doing the discriminating, and
contextual ethnic makeup have bearing on the experience (Kressin, Raymond, & Manze,
2008; Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002; Syed & Juan, 2012). Future work should use more
comprehensive measures for a deeper and more nuanced understanding of experiences
with discrimination. For example daily diary methods (e.g. Huynh & Fuligini, 2010) can
provide more specific information about instances of discrimination. Or, longer
questionnaires can measure the nuance associated with experiencing discrimination
(Liebkind & Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2000). Future work should assess a broader range of types
of discrimination and additional dimensions of discriminatory experiences for a richer
understanding of the ways in which discrimination affects immigrant young people.
Third, it is not ideal to put together youth from so many different immigrant
backgrounds into the Pan-ethnic groups “Asian” and “Latin American.” Many
researchers have acknowledged this limitation (Syed & Juan, Jensen, 2010, (UmañaTaylor & Fine, 2001) noting how different immigrant experiences in the USA can be
based on the country one emigrated from, the reception of one’s ethnic group in the USA,
as well as one’s personal family history of immigration. However, practically, it is
difficult to get large enough sample sizes to do analyses by various countries of origin so
researchers often have to rely on pan-ethnic groupings. In the present study, it is
especially worth noting that the majority of the Latin American immigrant sample was of
Mexican descent. Though some from other countries, such as El Salvador, were included
in order to include the whole immigrant sample, it is possible that these results would
differ among Latin American immigrant subgroups.
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Conclusion
The present study contributes both to understanding immigrant-origin youth civic
development and to the conceptual issue of how best to understand civic engagement. In
terms of civic development among Asian and Latino immigrant-origin youth, this study
provides evidence of the importance that experiencing discrimination has for civic
attitudes and behavior. Youth who perceived high levels of discrimination believed the
least that the USA is a fair and equitable place, that the government is responsive to them,
and were the least personally attached to the USA, but were equally or more involved in
civic activities compared to immigrant-origin youth who did not perceive experiencing
discrimination. This finding has important implications for conceptualizing civic
engagement, especially for minority youth. Various components of civic engagement
might not be cohesive for minority youth; rather, attitudes about society and behavioral
engagement in society might be related in complex ways. Future research should
continue to differentiate components of civic engagement for all youth and explore the
specific experiences that predict the development of the various components over time
and in developmental context.
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Table 1
Descriptives for all Civic Attitudes and Behavior Involvement Variables
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Table 2
Correlations between Civic Attitudes and Involvement Dependent Variables
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Table 3
ANOVAs Testing Group Differences on Civic Attitudes by Perceived Discrimination
Groups

Note. A Tukey’s HSD posthoc test was used for trust in the American Promise and Games Howell posthoc
tests were used for government responsiveness and attachment to the USA. Different superscript letters
indicate significant group differences.
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Table 4
ANOVAs Testing Group Differences on Civic Involvements by Perceived Discrimination
Groups

Note. A Tukey’s HSD posthoc test was used for expressive involvement and a Games Howell posthoc test
was used for government responsiveness and attachment to the USA. Different superscript letters indicate
significant group differences.
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Note. School dummy variables (representing the seven schools) were included in these analyses. Coefficients are not included in the table for clearer
presentation and because they were not theoretically of interest, but the results here account for differences between school. Separate regressions were run
with discrimination dummy variables using “never” as a reference, then using “rarely” as a reference, then using “sometimes” as a reference group. The
coefficients are consolidated here for clearer presentation.

Regression Predicting Civic Attitudes and Behaviors from Discrimination, School, Gender, Parental Education, Asian/Latino
Background, and Generational Status

Table 5
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PAPER 3: IMMIGRANT YOUTH GENERATIONAL STATUS AND ATTITUDES
ABOUT SOCIETY: MEASUREMENT AND CONCEPTUAL CONSIDERATIONS
A debate about whether immigrant-origin youth in the United States identify as
“American1,” is playing out publically. In this debate, some important nuance has been
lost as discussion of immigrants’ attachment to the United States of American (USA)
focuses almost exclusively on “national” versus “ethnic” identity and whether these two
forms of identity are at odds or coexist. Evidence is accumulating that suggests that
immigrant youth often manage complex identification with both the USA and other
cultures (Deaux, 2008; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; A. Stepick & Stepick, 2002). However,
identifying with the USA is only one of many indicators of how one feels about society.
How do immigrant-origin youth connect with civic life more broadly? It is important also
to understanding attachment to local civic institutions rather than only more abstract
attachments to one’s nation as local contexts are more salient for adolescents. In the
present study, I argue that in order to understand how immigrant young people feel about
civic life in the United States, distinctions should be made between different types of
civic attitudes: feelings about local civic institutions, feelings about hypothetical
functioning of government or national ideals, and feeling personally attached to the civic
system of one’s country. First, I review existing literature about three distinct types of
civic attitudes among young people with varying degrees of recency of immigration to
the United States in their family history. I test whether six measures of civic attitudes
function the same way across group with different immigrant generational status
(measurement invariance). Finally, I test whether youth differ on the six civic attitudes
1

The term “American” could be used to refer to North, Central, or South America but it
is used here to refer to the United States.
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based on their generational status and whether differences remain after accounting for
socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and gender.
Immigrant-Origin Youth in the USA
Immigrant-origin youth, a term used to refer to those not born in the USA or those
born in the USA with one or both parents not born in the USA (Alex Stepick, Stepick, &
Labissiere, 2008; Suárez-Orozco, Gaytán, Bang, Erin O'Connor, & Rhodes, 2010), are a
fast growing segment of the United States population. Immigrant-origin youth under the
age of 18 currently make up approximately 25% of the nation’s youth population and are
expected to make up 33% of the youth population by 2050 (Passel, 2011). Different
waves of immigration have shaped the demographic make-up of the US population
throughout history. In our country’s recent history of immigration, more than 75% of the
post-1965 immigrants have been Latino and Asian (Passel, 2011). These two groups
make up the largest population of immigrant-origin young people in the USA today. The
positive development of these, and all, immigrant-origin youth is imperative for many
reasons. These youth have an important role in society that will grow as they become
members of the labor force and participants in the civic system of the USA.
Why Study Civic Attitudes of Immigrant-Origin Youth?
Understanding how young people from immigrant backgrounds are developing
attitudes about U.S. society and their role in it is important for several reasons. First, the
sheer number of immigrant-origin youth in the USA, a number that is growing, makes
this an important group to understand. The second generation (young people who were
born in the USA to one or more parents who were not born in the USA) is an especially
increasing demographic (Deaux, 2006; Portes & Rumbault, 2001) in the USA. How are
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these young people developing with regards to civic life and what role they will play as
civic leaders in the future?
Second, immigrant-origin youth have complex experiences with regards to US
society. At a time of identity development for all youth, immigrant-origin youth may find
identity issues especially salient as they navigate across cultural differences between their
development contexts of home and school (Phelan & Davidson, 1993). Further, these
youth might be aware of and influenced by messages in the media about whether or not
they are welcome in the USA at all. The developmental task of identity formation
combined with their experiences of navigating across cultures in an often tense political
climate creates an intense landscape in which immigrant-origin youth are developing
feelings about their communities, the USA, and their role in the civic system.
Third, there is some reason to believe that immigrant-origin young people are
facing fewer opportunities for civic attachments compared to non-immigrant youth. For
example, Levinson (2007) notes a gap between immigrant and non-immigrant youth on
civic knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviors (though differences in civic behaviors
might be partially explained by other demographic differences, see Marcelo & Lopez,
2008). This is concerning as people in the USA who play an active role in the civic
system have access to civic benefits (e.g., American Political Science Association, 2004)
and feeling part of the national “in-group” provides psychological benefits of feeling like
one belongs.
Generational Status
The focus of this paper is on one aspect of the immigrant experience: generational
status. Generational status is more than a static description; it represents a unique identity
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and social experience. In a study of identity and political opinions, Schildkraut (2011)
found that “immigrant,” more than ethnicity, was the salient social identity invoked by
immigrant adults from various ethnic backgrounds when discussing the importance of
various political issues. Despite vast differences across ethnic groups in their experiences
of immigration in the USA (Portes, Fernández-Kelly, & Haller, 2009; Umaña-Taylor &
Fine, 2001) which also differ across historical time period (Passel, 2011), there are
similarities that first generation immigrant youth and the children of immigrants
experience. For example, first generation youth have experienced the disruptive and
stressful experience of leaving one’s home with its customs, habits, and people, and
beginning a new life in a foreign place (Suárez Orozco & Todorova, 2003). Second
generation youth, though again exposed to very different conditions depending on their
county of origin, also have some shared experiences in the USA. Many have parents who
speak primarily, or only, languages other then English. These youth face the challenge of
mastering English in school while speaking another language at home. Further, many
children of immigrants find themselves in a position of being language and cultural
brokers between the institutions of the USA and their families (Buriel, Perez, Terri,
Chavez, & Moran, 1998; Jones & Trickett, 2005; Trickett & Jones, 2007; Tse, 1995).
These are just a sample of the complex experiences that immigrant youth and the children
of immigrants face that are unique to their immigrant backgrounds and distinct from
youth who do not have immigration experiences so recently in their family histories. In
the following review, studies are included that are relevant to understanding civic
attitudes among immigrant-origin youth and differences by generational status where
available. Special attention is paid to studies covering Latino and Asian immigrants as
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those make up the majority of post-1965 immigrant-origin youth. More studies compare
attitudes among Latino immigrant youth and non-immigrant youth than compare Asian
immigrant youth to non-immigrants. This might be due to stereotypes that Latino
immigrants are integrating less fully into American culture (Huntington, 2004) and the
“model-minority” stereotype that Asian immigrants integrate in the USA more
seamlessly (Osajima, 2005).
Immigrant-Origin Youth Civic Attitudes
Experiencing immigration oneself, or having one or both parents who are
immigrants, likely affects one’s feelings about the USA and its’ civic system. What is
known about how first generation youth and the second generation (children of
immigrants) feel about their communities and US society? In terms of attitudes toward
US society, immigrant-origin youth seem to have mixed opinions about the way the US
government and civic institutions function and about their own attachment to and role
within the civic life. Sanchez-Janakowski (2002) argues that members of “exclusion
groups”—who face historical exclusion from civic life as a result of race or ethnicity—
have different attitudes about local versus general civic participation. In other words,
immigrant-origin youth might see reason to participate in their local communities but less
reason to participate in activities with a more national focus. Applying this line of
thinking to how immigrant-origin youth feel about US society, one might predict
differences in how immigrant-origin youth feel about their local institutions and the
national civic system. In a review of existing literature, I offer one further distinction that
might be meaningful when considering civic attitudes of immigrant-origin youth:
attitudes capturing abstract or hypothetical views of the US culture or government and
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personal attachment or connection to the USA. Thus, research on how immigrant-origin
youth feel about the USA and their role in it is reviewed in three sections. First, research
is reviewed that investigates how young people feel about the local institutions and
contexts such as schools and community. Second, research is reviewed that examines
abstract attitudes about how immigrant-origin youth think, hypothetically, the US
government and national ideals function. Third, research is reviewed that examines
personal attachment to the USA and feeling that one has a role to play in civic life.
Local Civic Institutions
Immigrant-origin young people tend to feel positively about their local civic
institutions such as their school and communities. First generation immigrants might have
especially high opinions of civic institutions and life in the USA due to selective nature
of the immigration process to the USA (Fuligini, 2012). First generation immigrantorigin youth (or “newcomers”) express positive views of both schools and teachers
(Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001). These authors review data from the Harvard
Longitudinal Immigrant Adaptation Study that shows that youth from Dominican,
Haitian, Central American, and Mexican backgrounds reported very positive views about
schools and teachers. The only immigrant group with neutral answers to questions about
schools and teachers were Chinese immigrant youth. In the same study, compared to nonimmigrant White students, immigrant origin students had more positive things to say
about their school principal: 60% of first generation immigrant students responded
favorably about their principal compared to only 28% of non-immigrant White students.
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From these studies it seems that, despite variability in experiences that immigrant
from different countries have once in the USA, a theme common to “the immigrant
experience,” at least for first generation youth, is expressing highly positive views of
local institutions such as schools. This might be because of a strong value often placed on
education among many immigrant families (Fuligni, 1997). This emphasis, combined
with the fact that young people with recent immigrant backgrounds might be exposed to
conversations comparing conditions in the USA to the countries where they came from
likely leads to findings that first generation youth often have initially very positive views
of local civic institutions. These views, however, might decline over time if the
experiences immigrant-origin youth don’t match up to their expectations (A. Stepick &
Stepick, 2002). Depending upon the specific experiences they have in school, which can
vary greatly, such attitudes likely change over time. However, less is known about how
second generation youth feel specifically about their schools and communities and there
is not evidence comparing attitudes toward local institutions between first and second
generation youth.

Hypothetical Functioning of Civic System
A different set of civic attitudes can be thought of as assessing individuals’
hypothetical beliefs about the US government and society. These attitudes are abstract
and reflect positive beliefs about US society, ideals, and government. Some examples are
optimism about US society, beliefs that the government is representative and responsive,
and beliefs that equal opportunity and fairness operate in the USA.
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Fuligini (2012) and others postulate that high levels of optimism among first
generation youth are likely due the selective nature of the immigration process. This
suggests that a peak in optimism about the USA is to be expected among first generation
youth. Though not framed explicitly as measuring “civic attitudes,” some research on
immigrant youth suggests that first generation youth express high levels of optimism
about American society, though some evidence suggests that initial levels of positive
feelings about the USA might decline over time. For example, analyzing cross-sectional
data from the Latino National Political Survey in the late 1980s, Michelson (2003) found
that Latino adults of Mexican descent who were more acculturated (measured through
indicators such as language use and proficiency) were less trusting of the American
government and thought the government was less responsive to the needs of people
compared to those who were less acculturated.
However, in one of the largest and most comprehensive studies of the second
generation, which they refer to as children of immigrants, Portes and Rumbaut (2001)
found among other things, high endorsement of beliefs in equal opportunity. In their
study of more than 5,2000 children of immigrants from various ethnic backgrounds,
roughly two thirds believed that equal opportunity was possible through education
suggesting high belief in one major tenet of American values. Similarly, in a 1995 study,
only one third of Latinos and a quarter of Asians reported not believing in the American
dream (Washington Post, Kaiser Family Foundation and Harvard University 1995,
reported in Levinson, 2007) while the majority of both did believe in the American
dream.
Some studies with Mexican and other Latino adults found that these groups report
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more trust in the US government compared to other ethnic groups, including Whites
(Pearson & Citrin, 2006; Weaver, 2003). Survey studies and experimental studies have
found that, in general, ethnic minority youth, including immigrant-origin youth, are as
likely as non-minorities youth to agree that America is a fair place and that government
and police are fair (Flanagan, Syvertsen, Gill, Gallay, & Cumsille, 2009; Major,
Gramzow, McCoy, Levin, Schmader, & Sidanius, 2002). For immigrant-origin youth,
this might be partly because they have a reference point to compare to. For example, in
an interview study of immigrant-origin young people, Jensen found that many endorsed
more positive attitudes toward American ideals, such as equality, in the context of
comparing the American ideals to their country of origin. She found, for example, an
Indian woman who wanted to work toward gender equality in India because of her
experiences as a woman in the USA (Jensen, 2008). Overall, research among both the
first and second generation suggest positive views of the American ideals and
government functioning with some indication that opinions about the hypothetical
functioning of US ideals and the government might be higher among the first generation.
Personal Attachment and Role to Play in the USA
Another set of attitudes toward society is comprised of attitudes indicating
personal connection or attachment to the USA and one’s ability to be effective in society.
Examples in research include patriotism (pride in the USA), national identity, and feeling
that one has a role in political processes.
Many studies cover the topic of patriotism but it is not clear how immigrantorigin youth, especially from Latino backgrounds, compare to youth with longer family
histories in the USA on pride in the USA. This stems partly from the wide range of
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definitions and measures used to assess “patriotism” (e.g., Huddy & Khatib, 2007). In
one large international study of youth civic engagement, Torney-Purta, Barber, &
Wilkinfeld (2006) analyzed data from the IEA and found that first generation immigrants
from Hispanic backgrounds in the USA reported less positive patriotic attitudes about the
USA. Huddy & Khatib (2007) conducted a study with two samples of immigrant young
adults and found few differences on several patriotic and national identity measures but
2nd generation samples had lower national identity and patriotism compared to the first
generation samples. In contrast, some large survey studies of Mexican-American and
other Latino immigrant adults (above the age of 18) find that these groups reported higher
levels of patriotism compared to White non-immigrants, after accounting for
sociodemographic differences (Citrin, Lerman, Murakami, & Pearson, 2007; De la Garza,
Falcon, & Garcia, 1996). In their large study of second generation youth, Portes &
Rumbaut (2001) found that many reported pride in the USA; 61% of youth at the first
survey data collection agreed that ‘‘there is no better country to live in than the United
States” and this percentage grew over time.
Fewer studies explicitly compare Asian immigrants to others on patriotism. One
study found that the very definition of what “being American” means differs across these
groups. Among Asian-American youth (Hmong and Chinese), cultural traditions were
emphasized in the definition of what it means to be American whereas patriotism and
diversity were central for youth with European-American backgrounds (Tsai, Mortensen,
Wong, & Hess, 2002). Swartz and colleagues (2012) found that Asian immigrants
reported the lowest exploration and attachment to American identity compared to Whites
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and Hispanic immigrants. They suggest that this is in response to being visible minorities
and perhaps feeling that others don’t perceive them as “American.”
Indeed, several studies show that immigrant-origin individuals may feel alienated
by how others view them. For example, second generation youth from Latino
backgrounds, but not first generation Latino youth, were more likely to think that white
Americans think they are “too Latino” in one study (Wiley, 2009, reviewed in Deaux,
2011). Similarly, Swartz and colleagues (2012) found that Asians scored lower on the
question “How American do others perceive you to be” compared to Whites. Devos &
Banerji (2005) found across six studies that Asian and Black people are consistently
thought of as less “American” by a range of ethnic groups. Against this backdrop,
immigrant youth, especially of visible minorities, are developing their own attachments
to being American.
Another indicator that young people feel connected to the civic system is by
feeling that they have a role to play in political processes. This is closely related to the
concept of internal political or civic efficacy, the sense that individuals have the capacity
affect the government or politics (Colby, Beaumont, Ehrlich, & Corngold, 2010).
Research generally suggests that young people today do not have a strong sense of
political efficacy (Kahne & Westheimer, 2002) This may be especially true among
immigrant origin youth—who may have less strong understanding of the political system
in the first place compared to non-immigrants (Levinson, 2007)—but the extent of this
difference among youth from immigrant-origin backgrounds in not known.
Comparing Attitudes by Generational Status- A Measurement Issue
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When making quantitative comparisons between immigrants and non-immigrants,
it is necessary to first ensure that the measures being used operate the same way across
groups being compared (Chen, 2007; Dimitrov, 2006; Wu, Li, & Zumbo, 2007). Though
this procedure, referred to as testing measurement invariance, is recognized as important
in psychometric literature, it is an underutilized practice in applied research (Byrne,
2008). This introduces the risk of interpreting differences across groups on underlying
constructs of interest when really differences may be due in part to differences in
measurement functioning. Though scholars of civic development have explored
measurement invariance on civic attitudes across grade and developmental stages
(Flanagan & Stout, 2010; Zaff, Boyd, Li, Lerner, & Lerner, 2010), and across gender
(Zaff et al., 2010), this is rarely done to validate measures across immigrant generational
status (Knight, Roosa, & Umaña-Taylor, 2009). In a recent exception, Schwartz et al.
(2012) test measurement invariance on a measure of American Identity (AIM) and then
explore group differences by ethnic as well as generational status. Given potential
language and cultural differences that might affect interpretation of measure items, the
present studies follow similar procedure as Schwartz and colleagues (2012) to test for
measurement invariance before comparing groups on civic attitudes. Therefore, in
addition to the conceptual contribution of delineating types of civic attitudes and testing
differences across immigrant generations, this paper makes an important methodological
contribution by testing measurement invariance on six civic attitudes across first
generation, second generation, and third-generation and beyond (referred to hereafter as
non-immigrants) youth.
The Present Study
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The first objective of this study was to test whether six civic attitude constructs
operate consistently across immigrant generational status (i.e. testing measurement
invariance). The second objective was to test group mean differences on the six civic
attitudes across three groups of youth based on their immigrant generational status and to
test whether group differences remained after accounting for ethnicity, gender, and
socioeconomic status.

METHOD
Sample and Procedure
Participants were recruited as part of a large study of civic development among
diverse youth. In the fall of 2011, seniors at seven public high schools were invited to
participate in the study. The schools were selected because they serve middle and lowincome populations diverse with regards to ethnic and racial composition and immigrant
status. The sample consists of 1,564 participants; 242 reported that they were not born in
the USA (hereafter they are considered to be first generation), 953 reported that one or
more of their parents were not born in the USA (hereafter referred to as second
generation), and 369 reported that both they and both of their parents were born in the
USA (hereafter referred to as non-immigrants). Participants were 52% female with a
mean age was 17.36 years old (SD = .44). With regards to parental education levels,
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39.4% of participants came from families where both parents had graduated high school
but not college and 26.2% of this sample had parents who did not graduate from high
school. In terms of the ethnic breakdown, 46.1% of the sample identified as
Latino/Hispanic; 25.6% identified as Asian; 9.8% identified as mixed; 6.3% as
Caucasian; 5.4% as Black/African American; and 6.8% as other.
The language background of this sample is diverse with the majority of
participants (43%) reporting “sometimes” speaking a language other than English at
home whereas 36.5% reported always speaking a language other than English and 20.6%
reported never speaking a language other than English at home.

Measures
According to the review of relevant literature, the attitudes of interest in this study
are conceptualized as measuring three sets of civic attitudes. The first set measures two
feelings about local contexts: community climate and school climate. The second set
measures two feelings about the abstract/theoretical functioning of the US civic system:
trust in the American promise and belief in government responsiveness. The third
measures two feelings that indicate personal connection to and confidence in one’s ability
to participate in US civic system: attachment to the USA and political efficacy. See Table
1 for the items included in each of the six measures.
Community Climate is a composite of a subset (three items) from the
Developmental Assets Profile (DAP; Search Institute, 2005) scale measuring “positive
community context.” The items ask participants to rate their agreement from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). In the present study, a five point choice structure was used

116

CIVIC ATTITUDES IMMIGRANT GENERATION
because of the slightly older sample than the DAP was created for and the desire to allow
a middle "neutral" category; this differs from the DAP scale that uses a scale from 0-3
(Not At All or Rarely/Somewhat or Sometimes/Very of Often/Extremely or Almost
Always). See the DAP user manual for detail. Items were internally consistent (α = .76)
in the present study.
School Climate is a composite of a subset (five items) from the Developmental
Assets Profile (Search Institute, 2005) scale measuring “positive school context.” The
items ask participants to rate their agreement from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). Items were internally consistent (α = .83). A five point choice structure is used
(see above).
Trust in the American promise is a composite of three items (Flanagan, Syvertsen,
& Stout, 2007) that ask participants to rate their agreement from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree) on items, for example, “America is a fair society where everyone has an
equal chance to get ahead.” Items were internally consistent (α = .89).
Government responsiveness is indexed through four items (Flanagan, Syvertsen,
Gill, Gallay, & Cumsille, 2009) that ask participants to rate their agreement from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) on items for example “The government doesn’t
care what people like me and my family think (reverse coded).” Items were internally
consistent (α = .85).
Attachment to the USA is a composite of five items that ask participants to rate
their agreement from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) on items that ask about
how important identifying as American is to participants. These five items were drawn
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from Huddy & Khatib (2007). Due to space constraints on the survey, we chose to
include nine items from their 25 items. Items are from what Huddy and Khatib refer to as
the “National Identity,” “Symbolic Patriotism” and “Constructive Patriotism” scales.
Initial exploratory factor analyses were conducted with the full sample. This suggested a
two-factor solution. The five items that loaded onto the first factor were retained as a
measure of attachment to the USA. Items loaded onto this factor > .68. Items were
internally consistent (α = .85).
Political Efficacy is a composite of five items (Colby Beaumont, Ehrlich, and
Corngold, 2007) asking participants to rate their agreement with statements on a 5 point
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Items were internally consistent (α =
.85).
Analytic Strategy
The analytic strategy involved a series of steps. In Part 1, measurement invariance
is tested and in Part 2, group mean differences are tested. Analyses were conducted using
Mplus version 7.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012). Missing data ranged from 2.4% to 5.4%
missing across indicators. The missing data were treated as ignorable (missing at
random) and a robust maximum likelihood estimator (MLR) was used to account for
missing data and minor positive skew across select variables.
Part 1
Measurement invariance was tested using multiple group confirmatory factor
analysis to test whether the measures involved in this study function in a comparable way
for groups of youth from different immigrant backgrounds. Following the
recommendations of Brown (2006) and Wang & Wang (2012), five steps were followed.
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First, I fit a baseline measurement model separately in each of the three immigrant groups
to see whether the six-factor structure was appropriate for each group. Second, I fit the
full unconstrained measurement model to the full sample to test configural invariance
(i.e. to test whether all items measures the same factors across groups). Third, I
constrained the factor loadings to be equal across groups in order to test weak invariance
(i.e. to test whether relationships between latent factors and items are equivalent). Fourth,
I constrained item intercepts across groups to test for strong invariance (i.e. to test
whether item bias exists between groups where people with a given latent score on one
group will perform differently on items compared to people with the same latent score in
another group). Finally, I constrained item error variances to test for strict invariance (i.e.
to test whether the items were measured with the same precision across groups).
For each model, four indices of absolute fit are presented. Chi-square statistics
and the associated p-values are given. However, this is known to be an overly strict test
so I follow others in also reporting three alternative indices of model fit (Flanagan &
Stout, 2010; Schwartz et al., 2012). The comparative fit index (CFI) and the TuckerLewis index (TLI) are presented with acceptable fit indicated by .90 or above and good
fit indicated by values of .95 and above (McDonald & Ho, 2002) and the root mean
square error of approximation (RMSEA) with values less than or equal to .08 indicating
good fit. These are guidelines rather than absolute cutoffs (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Marsh,
Hau, & Wen, 2004).
However, in the present study, I am most concerned with the relative fit of the
nested models rather than with absolute fit of the models. A double standard exists in the
literature with regards to fit indices for judging how well a model fits the data in terms of
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absolute and relative model fit. Multiple fit indices are used to judge absolute fit to avoid
relying only on chi-square, which is overly sensitive to sample size. However, change in
chi-square is still used nearly universally as the way to assess relative model fit across
groups (Byrne et al., 1989; Chen, 2007; Cheung & Rensvold, 2002; Meade, Johnson, &
Braddy, 2006; Wu et al., 2007). Given concerns that the tests of chi-square differences is
an overly strict metric to use in testing relative model fit, is overly sensitive to sample
size, and relies on the assumption of multivariate normality, many scholars argue for a
more holistic approach to judging relative model fit in multi-group CFA (e.g. Byrne,
1989; Cheung & Rensvold, 2002; Wu, Li, & Zumbo, 2007). Therefore, I also examine
change in alternative model fit indices that do not rely on sample size. Though there are
not yet significance tests of change in alternative model fit statistics, there are suggested
guidelines. Cheung and Rensvold (2002) suggest that a decrease in CFI of less than .01
between models testing measurement invariance indicates invariance at the specified
level. Chen (2007) gives more specific recommendations for using change in alternative
fit indices to judge MI based on sample size issues. In the present study, three types of
relative fit are reported: scaled chi-square difference test (Brown, 2006; Satorra, 2000)
and two alternative fit indices, change in CFI and change in RMSEA (Chen, 2007;
Cheung & Rensvold, 2002). There is no clear set of guidelines for situations where chisquare differences tests indicate lack of measurement invariance while change in CFI (or
other alternative fit indices) indicate measurement invariance. However, in practice some
researchers are relying more heavily on the change of alternative fit indices rather than
change in chi-square in this situation (e.g. Flanagan & Stout, 2010; Schwartz et al.,
2012). Following a similar practice used by Schwartz et al. (2012) the guideline
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implemented is to reject the null hypothesis of invariance if two of the following three
2

criteria were met: Δ χ significant at p < .05 (Brown, 2006); ΔCFI = > -.001 (Chen, 2007;
Cheung & Rensvold, 2002); ΔRMSEA > -.001 (Chen, 2007). If one or none of these
criteria were met, measurement invariance is concluded.
Part 2
Once a viable measurement model was identified that indicated measurement
invariance across the three immigrant youth groups, I turned to the second research
question: do youth in different immigrant status groups report different levels of civic
attitudes? To answer this research question, I used tests for group mean differences on the
civic attitudes in a CFA framework following guidelines of Wang and Wang (2012). I
also tested whether group differences remained after controlling for relevant demographic
characteristics (parental education, school, ethnicity, and gender) using regression
analyses.
Results
Part 1 – Measurement Invariance
Baseline models. As a baseline step before testing measurement invariance, a
measurement model was fit separately for each of the three immigrant youth groups. The
full model fit the data very well in each of the 3 groups (Table 2).
Relative fit of MI Models. Step 1 of measurement invariance, configural
invariance involves fitting the measurement model in the full sample allowing all
measurement parameters to be freely estimated (with no constraints to equality across
groups). All items loaded on their hypothesized construct (all standardized factor
loadings > .60 except for the items “I have a neighborhood where I feel safe” on
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community climate and “I have a good understanding of the political issues facing this
country” on political efficacy). One item appeared to cross-load; modification indices
suggested allowing this item to load onto two different factors (school climate and
community climate). For conceptual reasons and parsimony of the measurement model, I
retained this item “I have a neighborhood where I feel safe” as an indicator only of factor
1—community climate. The absolute fit of this model was excellent (CFI = .949, TLI =
0.941, RMSEA = .042). See Table 3 for all factor loadings for each group from this
model.
Weak Invariance. Step 2 of measurement invariance, weak invariance, involves
testing the equality of factor loadings across the three groups. First, it is necessary to
select one indicator per latent variable to be equal to 1. This serves as a marker indicator
that establishes the scaling metric for the factors. Instead of using the Mplus default of
fixing the first item loading to be 1, the item marker for each factor was chosen by
looking at baseline models in each group separately and choosing an indicator for each
factor that had loadings closest to 1 for at least 2 of the 3 groups. Weak invariance (also
known as invariance of factor loadings) is tested by constraining the factor loadings to be
equal across groups and then testing whether this set of constraints leads to a significant
change (reduction) in model fit. In terms of the relative fit of this model compared to the
model where all parameters were free to vary (configural invariance), results indicated
2

that factor loadings can be considered invariant across immigrant status groups (Δ χ (df)
= 57.177 (38), p = .024; ΔCFI= -.001;
ΔRMSEA = -.001). See table 3 for the factor loadings from this model.
Strong Invariance. Step 3 of measurement invariance, strong invariance, involves
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testing the equality of item intercepts. This is done by adding constraints for item
intercepts and then testing whether this set of constraints leads to a significant change in
model fit. Results indicated that item intercepts can be considered invariant across
2

immigrant status groups (Δ χ (df) = 57.177 (38), p = .001; ΔCFI= -.001; ΔRMSEA =
.000).
Strict Invariance. Step 4 of measurement invariance, strict invariance, involves
testing the equality of item error variances. This is done by adding constraints for error
variances and then testing whether this set of constraints lead to a significant change in
model fit. Results indicated that item error variances can not be considered invariant
2

across immigrant status groups (Δ χ (df) = 95.189 (50), p = .001; ΔCFI= -.002;
ΔRMSEA = -.001).
Part 2- Testing mean differences across groups
Having established a model that showed strong measurement invariance across
the three immigrant youth groups, I turned to my substantive research question: do youth
in different immigrant status groups report different levels of civic attitudes? To answer
this research question, I used tests for structural invariance in a CFA framework to make
group comparisons on six civic attitudes based on the guidelines of Wang & Wang
(2012). In this approach, the final model is tested across the 3 groups allowing the Mplus
default of constraining latent means to be 0 for first group. Then, the latent construct
means for the second 2 groups represent mean differences between the group and the
reference groups and the associated significance (p-values) for the mean differences are
given. The benefit of this approach is that significant difference tests are given for each of
the six factor means for group 2 (second generation) compared to the reference group

123

CIVIC ATTITUDES IMMIGRANT GENERATION
(non-immigrants) and group 3 (first generation) compared to the reference group (nonimmigrants). By changing the reference group to be second generation youth, it is
possible to examine mean differences between group 2 (second generation) and group 3
(first generation).
Using non-immigrants as a reference group (with factor means constrained to be
0), a test of group mean differences indicated that second generation youth had
significantly lower means on attachment to American identity (mean difference (Δm) = .13, p = .02) and political efficacy (Δm= -.19, p = .001).
Continuing to use non-immigrants as a reference group (with factor means
constrained to be 0), a test of group mean differences indicated that first generation youth
had significantly higher means on school climate (Δm= .16, p = .02), trust in the
American promise (Δm= .25, p = .004), and government responsiveness (Δm= .26, p =
.001) compared to non-immigrants. They had significantly lower means on attachment to
American identity (Δm= -.20, p = .006) and political efficacy (Δm= -.18, p = .015).
Using second generation youth as a reference group (with factor means
constrained to be 0), a test of group mean differences indicated that first generation youth
had significantly higher means on school climate (Δm= .15, p = .01), trust in the
American promise (Δm= .21, p = .007), and government responsiveness (Δm= .23, p =
.001) compared to second generation youth. First and second generation youth did not
differ on means for community climate, American identity or political efficacy.
Regression analyses were run to test whether the group differences by
generational status would remain after controlling for various demographic variables. Six
separate regression analyses were conducted predicting each civic attitude from school,
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ethnicity, gender, and parental education. Four differences between the immigrant status
groups on the six attitudes remained after controlling for these demographic variables.
Compared to second generation youth, first generation youth endorsed higher
levels of trust in the American promise (β = .054, s.e, = .076, p = .041) and government
responsiveness (β = .073, s.e. = .063, p = .007). Non-immigrants endorsed higher
attachment to the USA compared to both second generation youth (β =.094, s.e. = .059, p
= .003) and first generation immigrant youth (β = -.12, s.e. = .076, p = .001). There were
several group differences between ethnic groups on the outcomes by gender, and some by
parental education and school (available upon request).
DISCUSSION
This study achieved two main goals, one methodological and one conceptual, to
further the understanding of how immigrant-origin youth feel about their communities
and society. First, this is among the first studies to validate measures of civic attitudes
across groups with different immigrant status backgrounds. Second, the pattern of group
differences on civic attitudes, after accounting for relevant demographic variables, aligns
with the idea that different generational status backgrounds differentiate endorsement of
various civic attitudes.
Measurement Invariance
This is the first study to validate several measures of civic attitudes across groups
with different immigrant status backgrounds. The measures were invariant across
immigrant status groups. The level of invariance achieved is “strong invariance,” the
level of invariance required for testing group mean differences with confidence that
differences found result from meaningful construct differences and not from the measures
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functioning in different ways across the groups. This provides some evidence that these
measures can be used to test group differences across immigrant generational groups.
Using equivalent measures across groups is a concern with all group difference
research (Byrne, 2008; Dimitrov, 2006); however, it is especially concerning when there
is reason to believe that measures might work differently across groups, as is the case
with immigrant groups. First, there are language differences between groups that leading
to the possibility that items might be understood differently by first generation
immigrants (many of whom speak English as a second language). Further, even if
English comprehension was not an issue, it is possible that language in the items have
different meanings for immigrants and non-immigrants. The present study used six
measures of attitudes toward community and society, many from existing sources and
some created for this study, and showed that they are invariant across generational status.
Though further validation work can be done, for example across ethnic groups, the results
suggest that these measures can be used to test group differences across immigrants from
different generational status backgrounds.
Civic Attitudes Differences by Generational Status
Once the measures were established to be invariant, the substantive finding of this
study pointed to group differences on civic attitudes that varied by the type of attitude
being measured. In line with other research, these results suggest that first generation
immigrant youth have higher opinions of the hypothetical functioning of the civic system
in the USA compared to the second generation youth and non-immigrants. This was true
even after accounting for ethnicity, gender, parental education, and school. These first
generation immigrants endorsed higher attitudes capturing optimism about American
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values such as fairness (“trust in the American promise”, Flanagan, Syvertsen, & Stout,
2007) and belief in the government as responsive to individuals needs (“government
responsiveness, Flanagan, Syvertsen, & Stout, 2007) compared to second generation
youth. This might be because of the selective nature of the immigration process (e.g.,
Fuligini, 2012). Many families who emigrate from their home countries and come to the
USA do so because they perceive that they will have more opportunities in the USA. Two
major reasons for immigration are often described in terms of the “push” of one’s home
country (e.g. escaping negative political climate) or the “pull” of the receiving country
(e.g. economic opportunities). Youth who are immigrants themselves, though they likely
are not the ones making the decision to emigrate, are likely exposed to family
conversations about the prospects of immigrating.
Generational status should be thought of as representing a unique set of
experiences, not as a static variable. For example, regardless of whether immigrant youth
left their home countries to escape negative situation (push) or to seek new opportunities
in the USA (pull), there are likely unique socialization processes that happen within many
immigrant families. For example, immigrant youth may be exposed to discussions in their
families about their prospects in the USA. Parents who choose to move their families to a
new country may try very hard to see the positive aspects of society, to make the most of
the their move as well as to justify to themselves that it was worth it. Whether practiced
or not in reality, America has a strong set of values around fairness, equal opportunity,
and representative democracy. Some scholars suggest that immigrants have high hopes
for life in the USA that may decline over time as they face some harsh realities about the
mismatch between American ideals and reality (Michelson, 2003; Jahromi, 2011; Rubin,
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2007). Indeed, in the present study, the second generation and non-immigrants did not
differ on the hypothetical attitudes about the USA, though both groups were lower on
these attitudes compared to the first generation youth. Longitudinal studies are needed to
really test whether immigrant-related optimism fades over time but the present study adds
cross sectional data that fit this pattern.
Immigrant-origin youth also have a reference point against which to compare
when they are asked questions about life in the USA (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001, pg 17).
This may enable them to answer questions in a slightly different way than nonimmigrants. Depending on where they have emigrated from, for example, they might
think that conditions in the USA are more fair compared to conditions in the country they
came from. This would be especially true for immigrant youth whose families left
countries to escape oppression or seek job opportunities; two frequently cited reasons for
immigration to the USA among post-1965 immigrant families. The combination of
probable high exposure to discussion about American ideals in their families and
different, possibly negative, civic situations of home countries as a point of comparison
might also explain why first generation youth endorse positive feelings about the
hypothetical functioning of the US government and ideals.
Despite the high optimism and beliefs about the USA among immigrant youth,
A different story emerges when looking at differences on how personally connected
youth feel to the USA. In this study, the non-immigrant youth felt more strongly attached
to the USA compared to both first generation and second generation youth. This civic
attitude indicates the importance of being “American” to one’s identity as well as felt
emotional connection to American symbols.
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Though patriotism was not measured directly, the results of the present study are
relevant to the debate about patriotism among immigrants. Previous studies have been
mixed with regards to how immigrants compare on the attitude of patriotism. The present
study suggests that such mixed findings may be due to assessing different dimensions of
patriotism. Immigrant youth might score higher on hypothetical dimension of patriotism
that measures whether one feels that America, in general, is great. Despite positive
feelings that America is a great place where things are fair and the government works
well, immigrants might not feel personally connected to the civic system that they think
is great. Indeed, measuring patriotism in terms of affection for the USA (love and pride),
studies tend to find that immigrants (especially Latino immigrants) are equally or more
patriotic compared to non-immigrants on patriotism (Citrin et al., 2007; De la Garza et
al., 1996). Other studies measuring patriotism in terms of attachment (e.g., “being
American is important to me”) find the opposite, that immigrants are less patriotic in this
sense (Torney-Purta, Barber, & Wilkenfeld, 2006) perhaps especially among Asian
immigrants (Schwartz et al., 2012). A new measure of American identity, validated for
use across generational status, is promising for capturing the dimension of felt attachment
to (identification with) the USA (Swartz et al., 2012).
No differences emerged on how immigrant-origin youth and non-immigrant youth
felt about their local institutions of school and community. This is likely because youth
tend to feel positively about, and attached to, their local contexts. In fact, in this study,
school and community context represented attitudes with the highest means across all
groups. Immigrant-origin youth from various backgrounds tend to feel positively about
school (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001). They might not have a comparison
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point to other schools or communities, unless they have changed schools or moved. Also,
these contexts are comprised of friends and family and thus likely experienced positively
by young people.
Limitations
Several limitations of the present study must be noted. First, findings could differ
by specific ethnic backgrounds of immigrant-origin youth. This study groups together
immigrant-origin youth from any background that share generational status. Though
some group differences by generational status remain after controlling for ethnicity,
future research should look more closely at interactions between generational status and
ethnic group on civic attitudes, given that groups have very different experiences in the
USA. Measurement invariance should also be tested with different ethnic immigrant
groups.
Second, the data presented here are cross sectional. This is well suited for testing
measurement invariance and group differences across generational status. However,
interpreting these findings as evidence that experiences in American society might, over
time, lead immigrant youth to gain or decrease in civic attitudes are extrapolations, as
longitudinal data is needed to test this. Further, attitudes toward one’s community and
society are dynamic and change in response to different contexts, experiences, and over
development. Cross-sectional studies can only provide an insight about group means in
particular contexts at one point in time; generalizations should be made with caution and
it is important not to conclude that attitudes are frozen at certain levels when in fact they
change over time and across context. Junn and Masuoka (2008) make this point clearly
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by using experimental studies to show how prompts, such as ethnically relevant images
and statements, can change the attitudes of individuals towards different ethnic groups.
Though this study makes a significant methodological contribution by testing
measurement invariance across civic attitude measures, it must be noted that procedures
for testing measurement invariance are relatively new and there are not universal rules for
judging measurement invariance (e.g. Byrne, 1989; Cheung & Rensvold, 2002; Wu, Li,
& Zumbo, 2007). In particular, despite the known limitations of using change in chisquare measurements to judge relative model fit, it is still often relied on because
significance tests for alternative fit indices don't yet exist. Therefore, the rule of thumb
used in the present study is taken from suggestions (Chen, 2007; Cheung & Rensvold,
2002), but there is work to be done establishing clearer psychometric rules for testing
model fit.
Conclusion
This paper investigated two important topics with regard to civic engagement
among diverse youth. The first was a measurement question; multi-group confirmatory
factor analysis was used to test measurement invariance across six measures of civic
attitudes. This is an important, but rarely taken, step when comparing group differences
in non-validated survey instruments. Findings suggest that the six attitude measures
function similarly across these three groups. After establishing this, group differences on
mean levels of each of six civic attitudes were tested. First generation youth were the
most optimistic about the hypothetical functioning of the US government and American
ideals; however, non-immigrants felt the most personally attached to the USA. These
group differences by generational status remain after accounting for ethnicity, gender,
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and socioeconomic status. These results suggest that within the category of “civic
attitudes,” further splitting is useful as there are conceptually different types of civic
attitudes that are empirically differentiated based on youth immigrant generational status
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Table 2
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Table 3
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Table 4
Absolute and Relative Fit Statistics and Model Comparisons for testing Measurement Invariance Across Immigrant Status
Groups
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Table 5
Factor Means and Standard Deviations by Immigrant Status Group

Note. Different superscripts indicate significant group differences between groups.
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Regressions Predicting 6 Civic Attitudes from School, Ethnicity, Gender, Parental Education, and Generational Status
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CONCLUSION
This set of papers makes three main contributions to research on immigrant-origin
youth development and to research on civic engagement. Collectively, the papers (1)
show the importance of considering the context of civic development, especially for
immigrant-origin youth, (2) provide a descriptive account of civic engagement among
immigrant youth today, and (3) and made a case for splitting the construct of civic
engagement into its component parts.
The historical debate about the importance of context specific experiences versus
universal experiences of development are nearly laid to rest as modern developmental
psychology recognizes the central role that context plays in shaping, and being shaped
by, individual development. The three papers in this dissertation add to the wide body of
work emphasizing how development is contextually embedded. Looking at the case of
immigrant-origin youth civic development, three particular aspects of context were
considered: motivations embedded in socio-economic context, the experience of racial
discrimination and its link with civic attitudes and behavior, and generational status as a
context of development for immigrant-origin youth.
Many people have acknowledged the dearth of research on civic engagement
among immigrant-origin youth and the importance of filling this gap at a time when
immigrant youth are such an increasing and important segment of the youth population in
the USA. Existing work has mostly described whether and how immigrant-youth
participate in civic activities. This set of papers goes beyond describing what types of
civic activities immigrant-origin youth are involved in by unpacking specific experiences
that are linked with civic attitudes and behaviors for immigrant-origin youth.
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Finally, these papers provide an argument in support of dividing the construct of
“civic engagement” into its component parts. Civic engagement research suffers from
lack of conceptual clarity and lack of consensus on how to define and measure civic
constructs. Perhaps as a way to integrate the disparate types of research being conducted,
recent calls have been made for an integrated construct. However, this set of papers
suggests that this call is premature. Civic engagement is a concept that beings together
different components that are not necessarily aligned, such as attitudes and behaviors.
This may be especially important when trying to understand civic development among
minority youth.
Summary of the Three Papers
The first paper showed how civic motivations and barriers are derived from
experiences youth have in their developmental contexts of their schools and communities.
Findings also pointed to variation in levels of civic participation and types of motivations
within context. These findings have important implications for practice, opportunities can
be better structured to facilitate youth civic involvement when adults understand what
motivates youth toward civic participation.
Findings from the second paper suggested the power of discrimination; groups
who perceived the highest levels of discrimination reported the lower endorsement of
specific civic attitudes compared to groups perceiving lower levels of discrimination. At
the same time, the groups perceiving the most discrimination report the highest levels of
involvement in certain types of civic activities: change-oriented activities and expressive
activities. The pattern of results held true after controlling for relevant demographics such
as parental education, gender, school, and ethnicity. This is a provocative finding
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suggesting that the experience of racial discrimination might be both alienating and also
motivating for immigrant-origin youth. Considering the unfortunately widespread nature
of discriminatory experiences and the many detrimental consequences of discrimination,
future research should examine this link between racial discrimination and certain forms
of civic behavior. For whom does the link exist, under what conditions, and why is this
true for some youth but not others? Civic engagement as a response to discrimination has
powerful possibilities; civic engagement can be personally empowering and socially
powerful in terms of addressing social issues.
The third paper tackled both methodological and conceptual issues in immigrant
research. Measurement invariance was established for six civic attitude measures
indicating that that the survey instrument functions similarly for youth from different
immigrant status groups. In terms of mean differences on civic attitudes, first generation
youth were the most optimistic about the hypothetical functioning of the US government
and American ideals; however, non-immigrants felt the most personally attached to the
USA. These group differences by generational status remained after accounting for
ethnicity and socioeconomic status. Together, the three papers push forward the
understanding of specific experiences important in civic development among immigrantorigin youth as well as point to areas where future work is needed.
Recommended Future Directions for Research on Civic Engagement
This set of studies has moved research on civic development among immigrantorigin youth a step further; however, there is much more to be done. Where should this
research go from here? The studies included in this dissertation, and the body of work I
read in preparation and understanding of the studies, leads me to five suggested directions
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for research on civic engagement and especially civic engagement of immigrant-origin
youth. First, civic engagement should be considered to be a conceptual framework but
not one empirical construct. As an important first step, every civic engagement researcher
must define their use of civic engagement. This will promote conceptual clarity and
precision. Researchers then need to operationalize civic engagement carefully to be clear
about which civic constructs are being studied and what the hypothesized relations are
between constructs and the broad concept “civic engagement.” This is especially
important given that component parts of civic engagement, such as attitudes and
behaviors, can be negatively linked and thus should not be considered indicators of civic
engagement in the same way. Empirically, this recommendation means that attitudes,
behaviors, knowledge, and skills must not be averaged into one composite of civic
engagement. It will be more useful for future work to understand these civic components
separately and eventually to find a way to combine the components into an integrated
concept that allows for the possibility that these components do not necessarily align.
Second, civic engagement research should move toward understanding how civic
development is happening differently in various contexts and for different groups of
youth. Much research in the civic domain has focused on commonalities in civic
development drawing on general processes of identity development to establish that civic
development, the process of developing a worldview in relation to a broad community, is
a normative process common to adolescents. In this view, when young people do not
become civically engaged, they must have experienced barriers to the process and are
developmentally hindered in a sense. However, more recent research is broadening the
view of what civic engagement looks like in different contexts and documenting the
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varied forms civic development might take based on the circumstances in which youth
develop. Future work should continue to tease apart aspects of civic development that
might be common to all youth and those that are specific to context for different groups
of youth.
Third, civic engagement research should be connected to other domains of
development. By and large, civic engagement research has been concerned with
establishing “civic” as its own domain of development. To this end, much research
focuses only on understanding predictors of various civic outcomes. This has been useful
but now it is time for researchers to think about the role of civic engagement in
development more broadly. The limited amount of research that does connect civic
outcomes with other forms of development is most commonly concerned with the
academic domain. Though theory, such as positive youth development theories of
thriving, conceptualize civic engagement as one of many positive developmental
processes, there is a dearth of empirical work understanding how civic engagement
relates with other forms of prosocial development, for example, relations with family and
peer friendships or with positive physical and mental health. Further, such research
should look at the bidirectional links between civic engagement and other domains of
development over time. Complex models should be used that connect components of
civic engagement at one point in time to other developmental outcomes (academic,
physical and mental health, social relationships with peers, relationships with family) to
the same civic and other outcomes at later points in time. This promises to go beyond
documenting links to provide some information about the direction of influence between
civic engagement and other positive and negative aspects of development
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Fourth, future work should consider a dark side to civic engagement. Civic
engagement is not inherently positive. For example, many individuals are civically
engaged stemming from negative experiences (such as discrimination) or for stressful
reasons (such as appearing to be a certain type of candidate for jobs or college
applications) that might result in links between components of civic engagement and
depression or anxiety. Future work should take into account a nuanced understanding of
motivations for civic engagement. Further, civic engagement occurs in a developmental
age where many adolescents are stretched thin and overinvolved; future work can
examine the potential links between civic engagement, stress, and less adaptive forms of
development. There are also many forms of civic engagement that can be destructive to
property (such as political graffiti) or to others (such as advocating for a cause that might
promote one’s groups by directly harming another group). Future work must consider
closely the varied forms of civic engagement youth become involved in and why.
Finally, research on immigrant-origin youth should utilize within group research
designs. Comparative studies between groups can be very useful for understanding
development of individuals with life circumstances that differ in meaningful ways from
other groups of individuals. However, this can exaggerate a picture of differences
between groups while not properly documenting variability within groups. For example,
immigrants from common backgrounds vary in their experiences of immigration to the
USA based on many factors such as: the community they settle in, their family context,
their reasons for leaving, their religiosity, ethnic composition of their neighborhood and
schools, educational history, and the occupational skills available to them. An additional
advantage of within group analyses is avoiding the well known limitations of grouping
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together individuals from different ethnic backgrounds, with likely very different cultural
experiences, into pan-ethnic groups that may not have much in common. Such designs
risk masking what is going on within various groups. While comparative studies are very
useful, more research should aim to understand the variability within cultural and ethnic
groups.
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APPENDIX A
Wave 1 Civic Purpose Project Survey
Hello! Your school, in collaboration with Stanford University, is conducting a study to
understand youth involvement with various out-of-school activities. We are asking you to
consider participating in this research.
If you participate, you will fill out a questionnaire. It will take about 35 minutes, and you
will fill it out on a computer in a group setting at school. The questionnaire will ask
questions about your experiences, attitudes, goals, and behaviors. For example, you will
be asked about your personal aspirations, experiences with community service, attitudes
toward community needs, and some questions about your school and family.
There are no risks or benefits associated with participation in this study. Your
participation will help researchers, teachers, and other people who work with youth to
understand adolescents’ attitudes about and experiences with community activities. It is
important for us to get information from as many students as possible.
It is your choice whether or not to fill out the questionnaire. If you decide to participate,
you can skip any questions you do not want to answer or stop whenever you want to.
There are no negative consequences if you decide not to participate. Your teacher will let
you know what to do if you choose not to complete the questionnaire.
All information you give us will be confidential (private). In order to protect your
privacy, a number and not your name will be used when we store your answers. Your
name will be matched with a number but this will be separated and stored separately from
the rest of your answers. We will not share your answers with parents or teachers or any
other individual. No one except the researchers will see the information you give, and we
keep all information completely confidential. All study information will be kept in secure
data files on password protected computers at Stanford University.
All participants will be automatically entered into a drawing for one prize of $50. The
drawing will take place on November 1, 2011 and will be conducted by Stanford Center
on Adolescence. No participation is necessary to enter or win and participation does not
increase your chances of winning. Winners will be informed by the email address or
phone number provided.
If you have any questions about this research study, its procedures, risks and benefits,
you should contact the Protocol Director now or later: Heather Malin (650) 725-8442. If
you have any concerns, complaints or general questions about this study or your rights as
a research subject, please contact the Stanford Institutional Review Board (IRB) to speak
to someone who is not affiliated with the research team at (650) 723-2480 or toll free at
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(866) 680-2906. Or write the Stanford IRB, Administrative Panels Office, Stanford
University, Stanford, CA 94305-5401. THANK YOU!
! YES, I will take the survey (1)
! NO, I do not want to take the survey (2)
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Welcome to the Youth Civic Purpose Survey!
Your participation is extremely important to us and we hope it will be fun for you. The
survey takes about 30-35 minutes. Remember that your answers will be kept
confidential. We will not share your information with anyone outside of our research
team. Thank you for taking our survey! Your name will be entered into a drawing, and
one student at your school will win a $50 gift card.
Name________________________________________________School_____________
______________
What is your birth date?
Month___________ Day__________Year____________
What is your gender?
! Male
! Female
What grade are you in school?_________
Were you born in the United States?
! Yes
! No, What country were you born in?
___________________________________________
If no, How old were you when you came to the United
States?______________________________
Was your mother born in the United States?
! Yes
! No, What country was your mother born in?_______________________
! Don't know
Does your mother currently live in the United States?
! Yes
! No
Was your father born in the United States?
! Yes
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! No, What country was your father born in?__________________________________
! Don't know
Does your father currently live in the United States?
! Yes
! No
If you or one/both of your parents were born in a country other than the United States, we
would like to find out more about your connection to the other countries that you and/or
your parents are from. How much do you agree or disagree with the following?
!
People!who!came!here!from!the!
country!that!I,!or!my!parents,!are!
from!help!each!other!in!the!United!
States.!
A!country!that!I!or!my!parents!are!
from!feels!more!like!“home”!to!me!
than!the!United!States.!

Strongly! Disagree! Neither!Agree! Agree! Strongly!
Disagree!
nor!Disagree!
Agree!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

My ethnicity is:
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

Asian or Asian American, including Chinese, Indian, Korean, and others
Black or African American
Hispanic or Latino, including Mexican American, Colombian, Nicaraguan, and others
White, Caucasian, European American; not Hispanic
American Indian/Native American
Mixed; Parents are from different groups
Other ____________________

Do you speak a language other than English at home?
! Always
! Sometimes
! Never
What is your mother’s highest level of education?
! Less than high school
! High School Graduate
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!
!
!
!

Some College or Vocational School
College Graduate
Graduate or Professional Degree
Don't know

What is your father's highest level of education?
!
!
!
!
!
!

Less than high school
High School Graduate
Some College or Vocational School
College Graduate
Graduate or Professional Degree
Don't know

Thinking about your future, how meaningful are the following goals in your life?
!

Not!at!all!
Meaningful!

Not!Very!
Meaningful!

Somewhat!
Meaningful!

Meaningful!

Extremely!
Meaningful!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Having!my!
own!family!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Making!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Being!
involved!in!
politics!
Making!a!
difference!
through!
volunteering!
Having!a!highH
paying!job!
Helping!
others!in!
need!
Becoming!a!
leader!in!my!
community!
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positive!
changes!in!my!
community!
Devoting!
attention!to!
my!religious!
or!spiritual!
life!
Having!an!
impact!on!a!
social!cause!
or!issue!that!
is!important!
to!me!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !
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How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
!

I!understand!
my!life's!
meaning.!
My!life!has!a!
clear!sense!of!
purpose.!
I!have!a!good!
sense!of!what!
makes!my!life!
meaningful.!
I!have!
discovered!a!
satisfying!life!
purpose.!
My!life!has!no!
clear!purpose.!

Strongly!
Disagree!

Disagree!

Neither!
Agree!nor!
Disagree!

Agree!

Strongly!
Agree!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !
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I will have purpose or meaning in my life by... (Choose up to 3 that are the best fit)
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"

Living life to the fullest
Supporting my family
Making new discoveries for the world
Serving my country
Being successful in life
Serving God/a Higher Power
Fulfilling my duties
Making a lot of money
Having a leadership role in my community or country
Having a lot of fun
Making positive contributions in my community
Earning the respect of others
Having a good career
Helping others
Being creative
Making the world a better place
Making an impact on a social cause or issue

Do you know what your plans are for next year? Choose all that apply.
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"

Work full time
Work part time
Go to a 4-year college next year
Go to a 2-year college next year
Travel
Take some time off to figure out my plans
Take care of my family
Get married and start a family
Other ____________________
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How much do you agree or disagree with the following? Think about your life now or in
the past 3 months. I have...

!
A!school!that!
gives!students!
clear!rules.!
A!safe!
neighborhood.!
Good!
neighbors!who!
care!about!me.!
A!school!that!
cares!about!
kids!and!
encourages!
them.!
Teachers!who!
urge!me!to!
develop!and!
achieve.!
Support!from!
adults!other!
than!my!
parents.!
Neighbors!who!
help!watch!out!
for!me.!

Strongly!Disagree!

Disagree!

Neither!Agree!
nor!Disagree!

Agree!

Strongly!Agree!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !
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A!school!that!
enforces!rules!
fairly.!

A!school!where!
I!feel!!safe!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !
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How much do you agree or disagree with the following? At my school, there are
opportunities to:
!

Participate!in!
student!
government!
Be!involved!in!
making!
decisions!
about!the!
school!
Take!on!
leadership!
roles!in!clubs!
and!
organizations!
Volunteer!in!
the!
community!
Work!on!social!
issues!or!
causes!such!as!
the!
environment!
or!human!
rights!
Get!involved!
in!political!
activities!

Strongly!
Disagree!

Disagree!

Neither!
Agree!nor!
Disagree!

Agree!

Strongly!
Agree!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !
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Listed below are some issues that people are concerned about. Choose up to 3 that you
are most concerned about, or choose “None” if you are not concerned about any of these.
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"

Homelessness in my community
Availability of local activities for teens
Discrimination and prejudice against minorities
Access to affordable college
The health care system
The environment
The war in Afghanistan
Women’s rights
Teen pregnancy
The U.S. economy
Availability of good jobs
Gay and lesbian rights
Poverty in very poor countries
Immigrant rights
Violence in my community
Failing schools in America
Drug and alcohol abuse
Human rights throughout the world
Other ____________________
None
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Listed below are some ways that people get news and information. In a typical week, on
how many days do you do each of the following?
!
Learn!about!
political!
events!in!
the!media!
(newspaper,!
magazine,!
the!
internet)!
Discuss!
politics!and!
social!issues!
with!others!

0!

1!

2!

3!

4!

5!

6!

7!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

How much are the following like you?
!
When!I!see!or!read!a!news!story!
about!an!issue,!I!try!to!figure!out!if!
they’re!just!telling!one!side!of!the!
story.!
When!I!hear!news!about!politics,!I!
try!to!figure!out!what!is!REALLY!
going!on.!

Not!at!all!
like!me!

Only!a!little!
like!me!

Somewhat! Like! A!lot!
like!me!
me! like!me!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !
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How often have you participated in each of the following types of organizations since the
time you started high school.
!

Never!

Once!or!Twice!

A!few!times!

Regularly!

! !

! !

! !

! !

Ethnic!club!or!
organization!

! !

! !

! !

! !

Political!party!or!
organization!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Academic!team!
or!club!

! !

! !

! !

! !

Sports!team!or!
club!

! !

! !

! !

! !

Religious!group!

Arts!organization!

If you participated in the arts, What type of arts organizations have you participated in?
Select all that apply.
"
"
"
"
"
"

Visual Art
Theater
Music
Dance
Film or Digital Media
Other ____________________

How often have you have participated in each of the following activities since the time
you started high school.
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!

Never!

Once!or!twice!

A!few!times!

Regularly!

Took!care!of!other!families’!children!
(unpaid)!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Attended!a!protest!march,!meeting!
or!demonstration!

! !

! !

! !

! !

Helped!people!who!were!new!to!the!
country!

! !

! !

! !

! !

Ran!for!a!position!in!student!
government!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Did!things!to!help!improve!your!
neighborhood!(e.g.,!helped!clean!
neighborhood)!
Held!a!leadership!position!in!a!
school!club!
Signed!a!petition!

Earned!money!to!support!my!family!
Represented!the!students!at!my!
school!at!a!city!council!or!school!
board!meeting!
Interacted!with!people!or!groups!
about!political!issues!
Documented!or!discussed!political!
and!social!issues!through!the!
internet!(facebook,!twitter,!blog,!
myspace,!youtube)!

How involved in political activities are you? Please mark the answer that fits best.
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! Very involved in political activities
! Somewhat involved in political activities
! Not involved in political activities, but interested in getting involved in the next 6
months
! Not involved in political activities and don't want to get involved in the next 6 months
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[If involved in political activity] People become involved in political activities for many
reasons. Think about the political activities you have been involved in since you have
been in high school. How important are the following reasons in your decision to be
involved in political activities?
!

Not!At!All!Important!

Somewhat!Important!

Extremely!Important!

To!do!something!about!
an!issue!I!care!about.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!wanted!to!take!action!
on!my!beliefs.!

! !

! !

! !

I’ve!been!given!a!lot;!I!
want!to!give!back.!

! !

! !

! !

To!build!skills!or!
prepare!for!the!future.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

It!is!required!at!school.!
It!makes!me!feel!good!
about!myself.!
I!became!upset!by!
something!I!saw!
happening.!
To!further!my!
education!or!career!
goals.!
Somebody!asked!or!
encouraged!me!to!
participate.!

I!wanted!to!be!the!kind!
of!person!who!helps!
others.!
It!sounded!fun.!
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It!is!important!for!my!
religious/ethnic/cultural!
group.!

! !

! !

! !

[If not involved in political activities] People choose not to be involved in political
activities for many reasons. Please indicate how important each of the following reasons
are in your decision not to participate in political activities:
!
I'm!not!interested.!
I!don’t!have!time.!
I!don’t!know!how!to!
get!involved.!
I!don’t!think!my!
involvement!would!
change!anything.!
I!think!things!are!fine!
in!society!without!me!
doing!political!
activities.!
I’m!too!young!to!have!
an!impact.!
I!have!not!had!the!
opportunity!to!
become!involved.!
I’m!not!the!type!of!
person!to!get!
involved.!
I!don’t!have!enough!
experience.!

Not!At!All!Important!

Somewhat!Important!

Extremely!Important!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

168

How involved in volunteering are you? Please mark the answer that fits best.
!
!
!
!

Very involved in volunteer activities
Somewhat involved in volunteer activities
Not involved in volunteering, but interested in getting involved in the next 6 months
Not involved in volunteering and don't want to get involved in the next 6 months

169

[If involved in volunteer activities] People become involved in volunteer activities for
many reasons. Think about the volunteer activities you have been involved in since you
have been in high school. How important are the following reasons in your decision to
volunteer?
!

Not!At!All!Important!

Somewhat!Important!

Extremely!Important!

To!do!something!about!
an!issue!I!care!about.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!wanted!to!take!action!
on!my!beliefs.!

! !

! !

! !

I’ve!been!given!a!lot;!I!
want!to!give!back.!

! !

! !

! !

To!build!skills!or!
prepare!for!the!future.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

It!is!required!at!school.!
It!makes!me!feel!good!
about!myself.!
I!became!upset!by!
something!I!saw!
happening.!
To!further!my!
education!or!career!
goals.!
Somebody!asked!or!
encouraged!me!to!
participate.!

I!wanted!to!be!the!kind!
of!person!who!helps!
others.!
It!sounded!fun.!
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It!is!important!for!my!
religious/ethnic/cultural!
group.!

! !

! !

! !

[If not involved in volunteer activities] People choose not to volunteer for many reasons.
Please indicate how important each of the following reasons are in your decision not to
volunteer:
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!
I'm!not!interested.!
I!don’t!have!time.!
I!don’t!know!how!to!
get!involved.!
I!don’t!think!my!
volunteering!would!
change!anything.!
I!think!things!are!fine!
in!society!without!me!
volunteering.!
I’m!too!young!to!have!
an!impact.!
I!have!not!had!the!
opportunity!to!
become!involved.!
I’m!not!the!type!of!
person!to!get!
involved.!
I!don’t!have!enough!
experience.!

Not!At!All!Important!

Somewhat!Important!

Extremely!Important!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !
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People have many ideas about what America stands for. We would like to find out what
you think America stands for. When you think about America, how central are each of
the following to what America stands for?
!

Not!at!all!
central!

Not!very!
central!

Freedom!to!make!your!own!choices!
about!how!you!want!to!live!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

The!chance!to!become!rich!and!
famous!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Being!the!most!powerful!country!in!
the!world!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Opportunity!to!be!financially!secure,!
such!as!owning!your!own!home!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Equality!of!all!people!

Military!aggressiveness!
Racial!and!ethnic!divisions!
All!citizens!have!a!voice!in!the!
government!
A!good!place!to!raise!a!family!
Freedom!to!express!your!beliefs!
Discrimination!against!minority!
groups!
A!fair!chance!for!everyone!
Respecting!racial,!ethnic,!and!
religious!diversity!
Leader!in!technology!and!innovation!

Somewhat! Central!
central!

Most!
central!
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How much do you agree or disagree with the following?
!
Basically,!people!get!fair!treatment!in!
America,!no!matter!who!they!are!
In!America,!you!have!an!equal!
chance!no!matter!where!you!come!
from!or!what!race!you!are.!
America!is!a!fair!society!where!
everyone!has!an!equal!chance!to!get!
ahead.!

Strongly! Disagree! Neither!Agree! Agree! Strongly!
Disagree!
nor!Disagree!
Agree!
! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
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!
Being!an!American!is!very!important!to!me.!

Strongly! Disagree! Neither!Agree! Agree! Strongly!
Disagree!
nor!Disagree!
Agree!
! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

When!I!talk!about!Americans,!I!find!myself!
saying!“they”!rather!than!“we.”!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!feel!strong,!positive!emotions!when!I!see!the!
American!flag!flying.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

“American”!is!an!important!word!to!describe!
who!I!am.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

If!I!criticize!the!United!States,!I!do!so!because!I!
love!my!country.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!feel!strong,!positive!emotions!when!I!hear!the!
Star!Spangled!Banner.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

People!who!do!not!wholeheartedly!support!
America!should!live!somewhere!else.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

There!is!too!much!criticism!of!the!US!in!the!
world,!and!American!citizens!should!not!
criticize!it.!

I!oppose!some!things!the!United!States!
government!does!because!I!care!about!my!
country!and!want!to!improve!it.!
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Imagine that the drawing below represents you. In the middle circle (4) are things that are
very central to who you are as a person. The next circle (3) is the things that are quite
central to who you are, and the outer circle (2) is things that are somewhat important to
who you are. Things that are not part of your identity belong outside the circles (1).
Please think about this drawing when you answer the next question. First, read all items,
and then go back and decide how central each of them are to your identity. Even if
something seems good but isn’t an important part of who you are, you should answer
“Not central to my identity.”
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How important are each of the following to your identity?
!

Spiritual!or!religious!
Smart!
Concerned!about!international!issues!
Being!fair!
Willing!to!stand!up!for!what!I!believe!is!right!
Involved!in!solving!community!problems!
Creative!or!imaginative!
Athletic!
Politically!involved!
Compassionate,!concerned!about!all!kinds!of!
people!
Honest!
Concerned!about!government!decisions!and!
policies!
Rebellious!
Concerned!about!justice!and!human!rights!
Responsible,!someone!others!can!depend!on!
Outgoing!

1.!Not!at!
all!central!
to!my!
identity!

2.!Somewhat!
central!to!my!
identity!

3.!Quite!
central!to!
my!
identity!

4.!Very!
central!
to!my!
identity!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !
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In this country, people come from many different countries and cultures, and there are
many different words to describe the different backgrounds or ethnic groups that people
come from. Some examples of the names of ethnic groups are Latino, African American,
Asian, Chinese, American Indian, White, Italian American, Irish-Mexican, Hmong,
Chicano, and many others.

In terms of ethnic group, I consider myself to
be ____________________________________

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
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!

Strongly!Disagree!

Disagree!

Agree!

Strongly!Agree!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!have!a!clear!sense!of!my!ethnic!
background!and!what!it!means!for!me.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!think!a!lot!about!how!my!life!will!be!
affected!by!my!ethnic!group!membership.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!am!happy!that!I!am!a!member!of!the!
group!I!belong!to.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!have!a!strong!sense!of!belonging!to!my!
own!ethnic!group.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!understand!pretty!well!what!my!ethnic!
group!membership!means!to!me.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!feel!a!strong!attachment!to!my!own!
ethnic!group.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!feel!good!about!my!cultural!or!ethnic!
background.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!have!spent!time!trying!to!find!out!more!
about!my!ethnic!group,!such!as!its!history,!
traditions,!and!customs!
I!am!active!in!organizations!or!social!
groups!that!include!mostly!members!of!my!
own!ethnic!group.!

In!order!to!learn!more!about!my!ethnic!
background,!I!have!often!talked!to!other!
people!about!my!ethnic!group.!
I!have!a!lot!of!pride!in!my!ethnic!group.!
I!participate!in!cultural!practices!of!my!
ethnic!group,!such!as!special!food,!music,!
or!customs.!

Please answer how much you agree or disagree with the following statements.
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!

The!government!
doesn’t!care!what!
people!like!me!
and!my!family!
think.!
The!government!
doesn’t!care!about!
us!ordinary!
people.!
People!like!me!can!
rely!on!the!police.!
The!U.S.!
government!is!
pretty!much!run!
for!the!rich,!not!
for!the!average!
person.!
The!police!are!fair.!
The!government!
will!do!whatever!it!
wants!to!do,!no!
matter!what!
people!like!us!feel.!

Strongly!
Disagree!

Disagree!

Neither!
Agree!nor!
Disagree!

Agree!

Strongly!
Agree!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !
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How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
!

I!have!a!pretty!
good!
understanding!
of!the!political!
issues!facing!
our!country.!
I!have!a!role!to!
play!in!the!
political!
process.!
When!policy!
issues!or!
problems!are!
being!
discussed,!I!
usually!have!
something!to!
say.!
I'm!better!
informed!
about!politics!
and!
government!
than!most!
people!my!
age.!
I'm!well!
qualified!to!
participate!in!
the!political!
process.!

Strongly!
Disagree!

Disagree!

Neither!
Agree!nor!
Disagree!

Agree!

Strongly!
Agree!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !
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How often do you feel that you, personally, have been discriminated against for any
reason?
!
!
!
!

Never
Rarely
Sometimes
Often

If so, In what way(s) did you feel discriminated against? (check all that apply)
"
"
"
"
"
"
"

For my race
For my gender
For my religion
For my physical disability
For my age
For my sexual orientation
Other ____________________

If so, Did you respond to the experience(s) by doing the following things:
!
Tried!to!do!something!about!it!
Accepted!it!as!a!fact!of!life!
Worked!harder!to!prove!them!wrong!
Realized!that!you!brought!it!on!yourself!
Talked!to!someone!about!what!you!were!feeling!
Expressed!anger!or!got!mad!

No! Yes!
! !! !
! !! !
! !! !
! !! !
! !! !
! !! !

Please answer how often you worry about the following:
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!
How!much!do!you!worry!about!people!in!your!
racial/ethnic!group!experiencing!unfair!treatment!
because!of!their!race,!ethnicity,!or!color?!
How!much!do!you!worry!about!your!experiencing!unfair!
treatment!because!of!your!race,!ethnicity,!or!color?!

Never! Rarely! Sometimes! Often!
! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !
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How often have you have participated in each of the following activities since you have
been in high school.
!

Never!

Once!or!
twice!

A!few!
times!

Somewhat!
regularly!

Regularly!

Visited!or!helped!out!
people!who!were!sick!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Helped!with!a!fundH
raising!project!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Gave!help!(e.g.,!money,!
food,!clothing,!rides)!to!
friends!or!classmates!who!
needed!it.!
Wrote!a!letter!to!a!school!
or!community!newspaper!
or!publication!
Contacted!a!political!
representative!to!tell!
him/her!how!you!felt!
about!a!particular!issue!
Volunteered!at!a!school!
event!
Gave!money!to!a!cause!
Volunteered!with!a!
community!service!
organization!
Provided!care!for!younger!
siblings,!disabled,!or!
elderly!members!of!my!
family!
Expressed!my!own!
opinions!or!beliefs!about!
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issues!through!clothing,!
buttons,!or!bumper!
stickers!
Used!art,!music!or!digital!
media!
(art/graffiti/music/spoken!
word/dance/videos/rap)!
to!express!my!views!
about!political!or!social!
issues!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !
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How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
!

Strongly! Disagree! Neither!Agree! Agree! Strongly!
Disagree!
nor!Disagree!
Agree!

My!parents/guardians!are!active!in!
the!community.!
I!talk!to!my!parents/guardians!about!
problems!in!society!and!political!
issues.!
My!parents/guardians!are!active!in!
local!politics!(e.g.,!school!board,!city!
council).!
My!parents/guardians!do!volunteer!
work!in!the!community.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Among your friends, how important is it to do the following things?
!

Not!At!All!
Important!

Not!Very!
Important!

Somewhat!
Important!

Important!

Extremely!
Important!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Get!good!
grades!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Do!volunteer!
service!work!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Be!popular!
Participate!in!
school!clubs!
like!drama,!
sports,!and!
music!
Go!to!parties!
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How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?
!

Strongly! Disagree! Neither!Agree! Agree! Strongly!
Disagree!
Nor!Disagree!
Agree!

I!talk!to!my!friends!about!problems!in!
society!and!political!issues.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!have!close!friends!who!participate!
in!political!activities.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

I!have!close!friends!who!do!volunteer!
work!in!the!community.!

! !

! !

! !

! !

! !

Do you work for pay?
! Yes
! No

If so, How many hours per week do you work on average?
!
!
!
!
!

More than 30 hours per week
20-29 hours per week
10-19 hours per week
5-9 hours per week
Less than 5 hours per week

What is your PERMANENT ADDRESS? This is likely to be your parent or guardian's
current address.
Street Address:_________________________________________Apartment
Number:________
City:_______________________________________________State:_____Zip
Code:__________
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What is your current email address?
Do you have a second email address?
If possible, please provide the email address of a parent or guardian, or someone who will
be able to contact you in case your email address and phone number change:
Home phone number:
Cell phone:
Thank you for completing our survey!
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APPENDIX B
Wave 1 Civic Purpose Project Interview
Identity
To get started, can you tell me a little bit about yourself? What are some things that are really
important to you? What are some things you really care about?
•
•

What would you say you spend most of your time and energy on these days?
Have you thought about what you want to do for the future? Can you tell me more about
that?

Group Affiliation
Now I’m going to ask some questions about how you describe yourself in terms of your
nationality and ethnicity.
Were you born in the US, or in another country?
If born in another country: What is your birth country? Do you still have family or friends
there? Would you say that you have a connection to the _______ community? If YES, can
you tell me more about that?
• If born in the US: Were either of your parents born in another country? If YES, What
connection, if any, do you have to others who are also from that country?
How do you describe your ethnicity? If needed: As an American or a ________-American or a
_______(Laotian, etc.), or something else? Is your ethnicity important to knowing who you are?
Can you tell me more about that?
•

We’ve been talking about your ethnic and national group connections. Aside from those, do you
consider yourself a member of any other types of groups or communities? If YES, can you tell
me more about that? How important is that to who you are?
• If needed: Can you tell me about your friends? Who do you hang out with? What kinds of
things do you do when you hang out with them?
Civic Action and Motivations

Do you feel that people in society need to be responsible for each other? If YES, Can you tell me
more about that? If NO, Why do you say that? How do you act on that belief in your life?
Has there ever been anything about your school or community that you were concerned about or
thought should be changed? Or anything you thought was missing and wanted to add? Did you
ever have the opportunity to do something about it?
•

If YES, what did you do? Can you tell me more about that? Why was that important to you?
What connection, if any, do you see between that and the things that are most important in
your life?
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•
•

If NO, what do you think prevents you from doing something about it?
If needed: Have you had other opportunities to be involved in having an impact in your
school or community? What did you do?

Have there been any other times when you were concerned about something in society, thought
something should be changed in society, or in the world? Did you ever have the opportunity to do
something about it?
•

•

•

If YES, what did you do? Can you tell me more about that? Why was that important to you?
What connection, if any, do you see between that and the things that are most important in
your life?
If NO, what do you think prevents you from doing something about it?
Are there things you could do in the future to contribute to these issues? If YES, what?

Social and Political Awareness and Responsibility
Some people argue that because young people cannot vote, they don’t need to be concerned about
political issues and events. What do you think about that?
•

•
•

Do you feel that you have a role to play in the political process? If YES, how do you get
involved in the political process? If NO, are there any particular reasons that you don’t
see yourself having a role in the political process?
Do you think that political decisions affect your life and the things you care about?
Do you feel that anyone making those decisions cares how it affects you?

Have you heard about any political or social problems in your town that you wanted to learn more
about? (For example, probe for events current to the interview).
•
•
•

If YES, what about that seems important?
Do you think that issues like that have an impact on your life? Can you tell me more about
that?
Do you think there is anything you can do to have an impact on (issue)?
o If YES, have you ever done anything about (that issue)? Can you tell me more about
that?
o If NO, why do you think you can’t have an impact on that issue?

Are you concerned about any other political or social issues? (If needed: Such as things you
might have heard about in the news. If still needed, list a few examples, such as the environment,
health care, poverty, immigration).
•
•
•

If YES, what is the issue? Why do you think that’s important?
Do you think that issues like that have an impact on your life? Can you tell me more about
that?
Do you think there is anything you can do to have an impact on (issue named above)?
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o
o

If YES, have you ever done anything about (that issue)? Can you tell me more about
that?
If NO, why do you think you can’t have an impact on that issue?

Based on what you know about the government at any level—local, state, or national—what do
you think about how the government is working at any of these levels?
•
•
•

Do you think that things the government does have an impact on your life? If YES, can you
tell me more about that? If NO, why do you think that?
Do you think that there are things you can do to have an impact on the government? Can you
tell me more about that?
Have you ever taken action based on your feelings or ideas about the government? If YES,
Can you tell me more about that?

If needed: There has been a lot of talk in the news lately about (current political issue xyz). Do
you think that political events like xyz have any impact in your life?
•
•

Do you think that issues like that have an impact on your life? Can you tell me more about
that?
Do you think there is anything you can do to have an impact on (issue named above)? If
YES, have you ever done anything about (that issue)? Can you tell me more about that? If
NO, why do you think you can’t have an impact on that issue?

If needed: Is learning about things going on in the world, like political events or social causes
something that interests you?
•
•

If YES, what interests you? Are there things you do to pursue your interest in
____________? What do you do?
If NO, are there any particular reasons that you’re not interested in learning about things like
political events and social causes?

You’ve been talking about some issues that Are there any other issues in your school, community
or in society that are more important to you?
Integration, if possible: You’ve said that you’ve been involved with things like
_________________(key school, community, social and political activities). Looking back to
what you said about _________________(group affiliations), do you see any connections
between that and the things you’ve been involved in?
Citizenship
What does it mean to be a “good citizen”?
What does “US citizenship” mean to you? Is there anything meaningful about being a US citizen?
If YES, what would you say is meaningful about it? If NO, why do you say that?
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•
•

If needed: Are there particular rights that go along with being a US citizen? What do those
rights mean to you?
If needed: Are there any particular responsibilities that go along with being a US citizen?
What do those responsibilities mean to you?

Among the ways that you describe yourself, how important is the idea of being an American?
Tell me more about that.
•

Do you feel proud to be American? If YES, what are you most proud of? If NO, are there
things about being American you are not proud of?

Democratic Values

America was founded as a democracy, which means “ruled by the people.” Is it important to you
that you live in a democracy?
•
•

If YES, what aspects of US democracy are most important to you?
If NO, what makes you say that?

Do you feel that the US is living up to its Democratic ideals? If YES, are there things you do to
help maintain those ideals? If NO, why do you say that? Are there things you could do to try to
change that?
American democracy was founded on the ideas of freedom, equality, and rights for all people.
Are any of these ideas important in your own life? How so?
•
•

Have you had any experiences with things like inequality, discrimination, or being denied
your rights? If YES, Can you tell me more about that?
What roles do you think American citizens have in making these ideals a reality?

What do the words “American dream” mean to you?
Does the idea of American dream have any meaning in your own life? Can you tell me more
about that?
Democratic Participation Recap

We’ve been talking about democracy, freedom, equality, and justice, things that might be thought
of as the American way of life. Do you think that these things should stay as they are in the US,
or do you think that things need to change?

•

If things should stay the same: Is there anything you can do to help these things stay as they
are in the US? Have you had the opportunity to do something like that? If YES, what are
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some of the things you do? Are there things you could do in the future that you aren’t doing
now?
•

If things should be different: Is there anything you can do to make those changes? Have
you had the opportunity to do anything like that? If YES, what are some of the things you
do? If NO, is there any particular reason that you don’t do anything? Are there things you
could do in the future that you aren’t doing now?
Any questions for me about the interview? Thank you!
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