
https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431618824714

Journal of Early Adolescence
2020, Vol. 40(1) 5–27

© The Author(s) 2019
Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions 
DOI: 10.1177/0272431618824714

journals.sagepub.com/home/jea

Article

Patterns of Civic and 
Political Commitment in 
Early Adolescence

M. Loreto Martínez1, Patricio Cumsille1 , 
Ignacio Loyola1,  
and Juan Carlos Castillo1

Abstract
Interest in understanding how civic engagement emerges has been fueled 
by worries about the decline of youth participation in conventional political 
activities. Acknowledging the developmental nature of civic engagement, this 
study analyzes involvement in civic activities during early adolescence. We 
used latent class analysis to identify patterns of participation in a representative 
sample of Chilean adolescents. A four-class model was highlighted by two 
contrasting classes: an involved class, with high probabilities of participation, 
and an uninvolved class, with low probabilities of participation. A third class—
volunteers—mostly participates in organizations involved in community 
service, religious or social causes. This type of participation conforms to the 
preservation of the status quo, in contrast to a more political or activist form 
of participation that challenges it. Classes were partially invariant by gender 
and socioeconomic status. Females were more prevalent in the involved 
class, and males in the uninvolved class. Adolescents’ interest in politics, 
discussion of political issues, citizenship self-efficacy, and school involvement 
were associated with higher odds of belonging to the involved class.
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Interest in understanding how civic engagement emerges and evolves over 
time has been fueled by worries about the decline of youth participation in 
conventional political activities (Amnå, 2012). However, findings from sev-
eral studies (Dalton & Crosby, 2008; Zukin, Keeter, Andolina, Jenkins, & 
Carpini, 2006) indicate that young people express their political interest and 
ideas in activities and domains not necessarily associated with formal poli-
tics. For example, involvement in volunteering, activism, and social organi-
zations has been on the rise in many countries (Flanagan & Levine, 2010; 
Hooghe, Oser, & Marien, 2015; Instituto Nacional de la Juventud [INJUV], 
2012; Martínez, Silva, Carmona, & Cumsille, 2012; Syvertsen, Wray-Lake, 
Flanagan, Osgood, & Briddell, 2011).

The apparent decline in youth participation in conventional politics concur-
rent with increasing involvement in volunteering, service in social organiza-
tions, and different kinds of activism (Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Hooghe 
et  al., 2015; INJUV, 2012; Martínez, Silva, Carmona & Cumsille, 2012; 
Syvertsen et al., 2011) raises questions of whether these are different forms of 
engagement and at what ages these manifest. Furthermore, it is important to 
understand when interest in civic and political involvement begins, and 
whether preferences for different types of civic involvement are already appar-
ent in early adolescence.

Volunteer and activist participation are many times conceptualized and 
lumped together, but they need to be distinguished. Whereas volunteer work is 
usually oriented to help people in need from a top-down perspective, activist 
work is more oriented toward social transformation, that is, to alter the under-
lying causes of social disadvantage or injustice (Watts & Flanagan, 2007).

Several studies highlight the importance of participation as the main venue 
for developing the attitudes and duties of civic commitment (Ferreira, 
Azevedo, & Menezes, 2012; Zaff, Boyd, Li, Lerner, & Lerner, 2010). In this 
article, we assume that opportunities for engagement and, consequently, 
manifestations of civic behaviors will vary by person and context, depending 
on the values and expectations that socializing institutions such as families 
and schools place on young citizens. To understand when and how youth 
engage in society (Obradović & Masten, 2007), it is important to gain insight 
into the emergence and development of attitudes, commitments, and behav-
iors in young populations. This study analyzes middle adolescents’ involve-
ment in civic organizations in Chile, a country that has seen an increase in 
youth unconventional political involvement since the restoration of democ-
racy in the early 1990s. The analysis of configuration of participation in early 
adolescence, as opposed to a continuous measure of participation, affords us 
the opportunity to look at differences in the quality, and not just the quantity 
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of participation. Furthermore, we look at two essential contexts that promote 
participation: family and school.

Emergence of Civic Involvement in Early 
Adolescence

Early adolescence is signaled as a particularly relevant period to explore 
emergent profiles of civic interest and involvement, as the quest for identity-
expanded autonomy provides opportunities for adolescents to explore inter-
ests, and develop commitments to others beyond the family. Interest and 
involvement in civic issues may vary across adolescence depending both on 
individual characteristics and contextual opportunities for involvement in 
school (e.g., student organizations) and community (e.g., volunteering, com-
munity service; Metz & Youniss, 2005). Examination of the opportunities 
young adolescents have to exercise participation rights can shed light on how 
to enrich experiences for emergent citizenship, particularly those available in 
developmental niches such as schools (Torney-Purta & Amadeo, 2011).

Knowledge about the emergence of civic dispositions and attitudes in 
early adolescence is limited. Empirical findings can help refine conceptual 
notions of what constitutes civic engagement early in life, and whether 
behaviors observed early in adolescence configure different profiles of civic 
expression (volunteering, activism, or engagement in social mobilizations; 
Torney-Purta, Amadeo, & Andolina, 2010). Given evidence that civic engage-
ment can take different forms at specific moments of life, and documentation 
of new forms of civic engagement in young generations (Zukin et al., 2006), 
it is important to empirically identify early manifestations of civic disposi-
tions and behaviors, and subsequently examine whether early patterns of dis-
positions are predictive of civic engagement beyond adolescence. Identifying 
early configurations and following these patterns over time can help to under-
stand precursors of civic engagement in adulthood (Torney-Purta et al., 2010; 
Winlkenfeld, Lauckhardt, & Torney-Purta, 2010).

Only a few studies have prospectively examined the evolution of attitudes 
and behaviors in young adolescents. In a large sample of urban middle school 
students in the United States, Voight and Torney-Purta (2013) identified three 
distinct profiles of civic behaviors and attitudes, each representing close to a 
third of the sample. The authors classified (a) those with low endorsement of 
attitudes and behaviors as civic moderates (30%), (b) those with high endorse-
ment of attitudes but low civic behaviors as social justice sympathizers (34%), 
and (c) those high both on civic attitudes and behaviors as social justice actors 
(37%). Based on longitudinal measurements of civic values, behaviors, and 
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future expectations of involvement, Wray-Lake et al. (2014) identified four 
patterns of engagement in a sample of 3,701 eighth to 12th graders. In this 
sample, the largest class (39%) had low scores on every civic dimension 
except moderate expectations of voting. Alternatively, a group labeled civic 
leaders (14%) scored high on all three civic dimensions assessed (i.e., values, 
behaviors, and expectations of future participation). Their third class, labeled 
informed future voters (35%) had future expectations of voting, kept them-
selves informed of current events, and read the news. Most participants’ pro-
files (62%) were stable over the 5-year time of the study, and the remaining 
38% showed higher probability of transitioning into classes with greater civic 
engagement mostly toward the end of secondary education.

Although informative, previous evidence of early profiles of civic engage-
ment comes from North American samples (Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 
1997). Less research has examined whether patterns of involvement repro-
duce in the same way in youth coming of age within different cultural con-
texts. It is reasonable to assume that expectations for adolescents to be 
involved in society, as well as opportunities for engagement particularly in 
the educational system, vary culturally depending on the sociopolitical real-
ity of societies. Specifically, the ways children become members of institu-
tions such as schools and community organizations vary by national contexts, 
as well as the beliefs and opportunities each society provides to prepare youth 
for full citizenship.

Gender and Socioeconomic Differences in Civic 
Engagement

Gender systems shape the political preferences and civic action commitments 
of males and females (Gordon, 2008). Males and females are socialized into 
different types of activities and interests, and differentially situated in roles 
within social institutions (e.g., families, schools); thus, their political orienta-
tions and civic participation can differ. In fact, evidence not only shows differ-
ences in the political preferences of males and females but also shows males 
have higher probabilities of participating in political activities than females 
(Schlozman, 2012). Alternatively, female adolescents value their involvement 
in noninstitutionalized forms of participation (e.g., promotion of human rights, 
care of the environment, community support; Hooghe et al., 2015). Similarly, 
findings from the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study’s 
(ICCS) Chilean sample show significant differences between male (72%) and 
female (80%) expectations of participating in volunteer activities (Schulz, 
Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr, & Losito, 2010). To promote political equality, it is 
important to examine whether males and females are equally represented in 
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profiles of engagement and disengagement, and whether attitudes about future 
involvement are differentially represented in clusters of involvement or follow 
similar pathways over the life course.

In a society segregated by socioeconomic status (SES) as the Chilean, the 
practices of schools may reinforce social class effects. Furthermore, over the 
years, they may contribute to widen the gap between groups. Although 
schools may provide opportunities for students to become engaged, the 
cumulative disadvantages of growing up poor and the socioeconomic segre-
gation in the school system may result in differential opportunities for civic 
and political involvement for different socioeconomic groups.

SES is also significantly related to certain types of civic participation. 
Using expectations to enroll in higher education as a proxy of SES, Syvertsen 
et al. (2011) report that high-SES students have 2 or 3 times higher probabili-
ties of becoming involved in conventional and nonconventional civic activi-
ties, and twice the chances of engagement in community service, compared 
with their low-SES counterparts. Furthermore, high-SES youth have higher 
disposition toward political and activist participation compared with their 
middle or low-SES counterparts (Hooghe et  al., 2015; Martínez, Silva, & 
Hernández, 2010). Similarly, Chilean figures indicate a significant associa-
tion between electoral participation and SES (Castillo, Miranda, Bonhomme, 
Cox, & Bascopé, 2014). Whereas 35% of Chilean youth from the highest 5% 
of the income distribution report interest in politics, only 12% of those from 
the lowest 5% income (INJUV, 2012) do. Interestingly, this SES gap signifi-
cantly reduces for activist participation (52% in high- vs. 47% in low-income 
distribution; INJUV, 2012).

Acknowledging the developmental nature of civic engagement and its 
contextual embeddedness (Ekman & Amnå, 2012; Torney-Purta & Amadeo, 
2011; Torney-Purta et  al., 2010), this study analyzes involvement in civic 
organizations during early adolescence. Considering the secular trend of par-
ticipation in volunteer organizations, particularly in older Chilean adoles-
cents (INJUV, 2012), we hypothesized that a significant proportion of early 
adolescents will show a pattern of participation in organizations that pursue 
social and community service projects, and that youth disenchantment with 
formal politics (Harris, Wyn, & Younes, 2007; INJUV, 2012) would translate 
in low probabilities of participation in political organizations in all profiles. 
In terms of predictors, we expected that patterns characterized by high prob-
ability of participation would be associated to family experiences of discus-
sion of social and political issues, and opportunities for decision making at 
school.

Consequently, the goals of this study were as follows:
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a.	 identify patterns of civic participation in a large normative sample of 
young adolescents,

b.	 examine whether identified patterns of participation differ by gender 
and SES, and

c.	 examine the role of individual attitudes, family practices, and school 
experiences in predicting different patterns of participation.

Method

Participants

Data for this study were collected in Chile as part of the ICCS in 2009 
(Schulz, Ainley, & Fraillon, 2011; Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr, & Losito, 
2010). ICCS used a multistage stratified sampling strategy, with geographic 
region, urbanization level, and source of financing as strata. The target popu-
lation was defined as all students attending eighth grade at the time of the 
survey. In the first stage, schools were randomly selected according to strati-
fication criteria. A total of 180 schools were selected, from which 177 partici-
pated in the survey. In the second stage, at least one class was selected from 
each school (Schulz, Ainley, & Fraillon, 2011). The final sample included 
5,192 adolescents enrolled in eighth grade (51% female, age X  = 14.17 
years, SD = 0.6 years). School coverage for eighth graders is Chile is over 
90% (Ministerio de Desarrollo Social, 2012).

Measures

Latent classes were estimated based on students’ responses to eight questions 
about their participation in the following organizations or groups: an organi-
zation affiliated with a political party or union, an environmental organiza-
tion, a human rights organization, a voluntary group doing something to help 
the community, an organization collecting money for a social cause, a reli-
gious group or organization, a cultural organization based on ethnicity, and a 
group of young people campaigning for an issue. Response options were 
within the last 12 months, more than a year ago, or never. Answers were col-
lapsed into two categories: current or past participation (1) and no participa-
tion (0). Because items of participation were used as indicators of latent 
variables, it is not relevant to estimate the internal consistency of the scale. 
However, as a reference point, Cronbach’s alpha estimate was .69 for the 
eight items.

Several individual, family, and school dimensions available in the ICCS 
data set were used as predictors of class membership. The scores for these 
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scales were generated using item-response modeling (Schulz, Ainley, & 
Fraillon, 2011) and were transformed to have a mean of 50 and a standard 
deviation of 10. As a reference, for each scale, we report the internal consis-
tency estimated by Cronbach’s alpha.

Civic participation at school was measured by six items that assessed 
whether students took part in school-based drama or music activities, a 
debate, voting for class representatives, or becoming a candidate in school 
elections as well as the extent they participated in discussions and decision 
making at school. Response options were within the last 12 months, more 
than a year ago, and never. Internal consistency through Cronbach’s alpha 
was estimated at .59.

Adolescents’ interest in politics and social issues was measured by five 
items tapping students’ interests in local, national, or international politics. 
Response options ranged from not interested at all (1) to very interested (4). 
Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency estimate was .84.

Support for democratic values was measured by five items tapping adoles-
cents’ beliefs in freedom of expression and respect for political rights. 
Response options ranged from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (1). 
Internal consistency through Cronbach’s alpha was estimated at .61.

Trust in civic institutions was measured by six items that assessed stu-
dents’ trust in national and local government institutions (e.g., parliament, 
justice courts) and the police. Response options ranged from not at all (1) 
to completely (4). Internal consistency estimated by Cronbach’s alpha 
was .82.

Attitudes toward own country were measured by seven items that assessed 
students’ pride and respect for their country, its national symbols (e.g., flag), 
and the political system. Response options ranged from completely disagree 
(1) to completely agree (4). Internal consistency estimated by Cronbach’s 
alpha was .82.

Citizenship self-efficacy was measured by asking students how well they 
would perform in six types of activities such as discussing a newspaper arti-
cle about a conflict between countries, arguing own point of view about a 
controversial political issue, being a candidate at school. Response options 
ranged from not at all (1) to very well (4). Internal consistency through 
Cronbach’s alpha estimate was .81.

Parents’ interest in political and social issues was measured by one ques-
tion asking students to report the level of interest they perceived their mother 
and father had on political and social issues. Response options ranged from 
not interested at all (1) to very interested (3). Mother and father scores were 
averaged to reflect parental interest.
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Discussion of political and social issues outside of school was mea-
sured by four items that assessed the frequency in which students talked 
with parents and friends about political issues or events happening in other 
countries. Response options ranged from never or hardly ever (1) to daily 
or almost daily (4). Internal consistency estimated by Cronbach’s alpha 
was .51.

Influence on school decisions was measured by six items tapping the 
extent students perceived they had a say on how classes were taught, class or 
school rules. Response options ranged from not at all (1) to a large extent (4). 
Internal consistency estimated by Cronbach’s alpha was .81.

Quality of student-teacher relations was measured by five items tapping 
the extent students perceived their teachers were interested in, listened to, and 
treated students fairly. Response options ranged from strongly agree (4) to 
strongly disagree (1). Internal consistency estimated by Cronbach’s alpha 
was .76.

Analytical Strategy

We used Proc LCA in SAS (LCA; Collins & Lanza, 2010; Lanza, Collins, 
Lemmon, & Schafer, 2007) to identify different patterns or profiles of par-
ticipation. Latent class analysis (LCA) allows to identify for different 
classes or profiles of participation, patterns that can be obscured when par-
ticipation in different types of activities are just summed up. The analytical 
model was set with the eight items of participation in civic and political 
groups as indicators of latent classes. Selection of the best fitting model 
usually considers a number of information criteria (Akaike information cri-
terion [AIC], Bayesian information criterion (BIC), consistent Akaike 
information criterion [CAIC], adjusted Bayesian information criterion 
[adjBIC]), size of the classes, interpretability of the solutions, and parsi-
mony (Collins & Lanza, 2010; Lanza, Bray, & Collins, 2013). Once the 
optimum number of classes was determined, predictors of class member-
ship were introduced.

To test for invariance of class configurations by demographic charac-
teristics, gender was binary coded (0 = female, 1 = male). The ICCS data 
set includes the highest level of parental education of each student, mea-
sured according to the International Standard Classification of UNESCO. 
Based on the highest level of parental education, participants were classi-
fied as low (incomplete secondary education, n = 912), middle (com-
pleted secondary education, n = 2,225), or high SES (postsecondary 
education, n = 1,989).
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Results

We started by fitting a series of latent class models with number of classes vary-
ing from two to six. As indicators in Table 1 suggest, neither model stood out as 
the best fitting relative to the other models. However, BIC, CAIC, and adjBIC 
favored the four-class model, whereas only AIC favored the five-class model. 
To test for model identification, we run the analysis with a set of 20 starting 
values; 100% of the four-class model converged to the same solution, whereas 
only 80% of the five-class model converged to the same solution. Inspection of 
the item-response probabilities for the four- and five-class models supported the 
selection of the four-class solution, as the five-class solution had two classes 
with similar patterns of responses, and one relatively small class (less than 6%).

Table 1.  Fit Indices of Latent Class Model With Two to Six Classes.

G2 AIC BIC CAIC AdjBIC Entropy df

2 933.94 967.94 1,079.3 1,096.30 1,025.28 0.69 238
3 404.01 456.01 626.34 652.34 543.72 0.68 229
4 301.04 371.04 600.32 635.32 489.10 0.60 220
5 262.73 350.73 638.98 682.98 499.16 0.56 211
6 232.38 338.38 685.58 738.58 517.16 0.57 202

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion; CAIC = 
consistent Akaike information criterion; AdjBIC = adjusted BIC.

Figure 1.  Item-response probabilities of participating in different groups or 
organizations, conditional on class membership.
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Patterns of item-response probabilities by class are presented in Figure 1. 
The line drawn at p = .5 represents the point of random probability of partici-
pation. Class 1 (uninvolved) is the most prevalent (44%), and presents low 
probability of participation in all the organizations assessed. In contrast, 
Class 4 (involved) is the least prevalent (7.47%), and has a high probability of 
participating in most organizations assessed. Class 2 (volunteer, 27.48%) 
presents a higher than chance probability (p > .6) of participating in com-
munity volunteering, organizations collecting money for a social cause, reli-
gious organizations, and campaigns for a specific issue. In contrast, Class 3 
(random, 20.93%) presents probabilities near chance (.4 ≤ p ≥ .6) for six of 
the nine civic organizations assessed, a pattern of participation that is proba-
bly reflecting circumstantial reasons for participation, rather than a clear 
commitment. None of the four classes identified has higher than chance prob-
abilities of participation in organizations related to political parties.

Next, we tested the invariance of the patterns of item-response probabili-
ties by gender. The chi-square differences test indicated no strict invariance 
(Δχ2(n = 5,148) = 69.3, df = 32, p < .001). However, analysis of the item-
response probabilities and the graphical display (Figure 2) revealed differ-
ences in the magnitude of the item-response probabilities but not in the 
pattern of the classes. Following suggestions by Collins and Lanza (2010), 
we tested for partial measurement invariance. Partial invariance was achieved 
(Δχ2(n = 5,148) = 35.06, df = 27, p = .1373) by releasing restriction of four 
items for the involved and the random classes, whereas the uninvolved and 
the volunteer classes were completely invariant. With two exceptions (i.e., 
participation in political party and ethnic group for the involved class), differ-
ences in item probabilities between males and females were in magnitude, 
but not in the direction of response probabilities. Consequently, the substan-
tive meaning of the classes was deemed equivalent for males and females.

Using this partially invariant configuration, we tested the invariance of 
latent class prevalences between males and females. As Table 2 shows, sig-
nificant differences between male and female prevalences were found (Δχ2(n 
= 5,148) = 117.2, df = 4, p < .001). Males have higher prevalence in the 
uninvolved class, whereas females almost double the prevalence of males in 
the involved class (10.27 vs. 5.56 for males and females, respectively) and the 
volunteer class (35 vs. 19.56 for males and females, respectively).

To explore socioeconomic differences, we tested for measurement invari-
ance and class prevalence by highest level of parental education as a proxy for 
SES. There was no strict measurement invariance in item-response probabili-
ties for the four classes by SES (Δχ2(n = 5,114) = 99.33, df = 64, p = .003), 
only partial invariance (Δχ2(n = 5,114) = 76.07, df = 58, p = .0559). As 
Figure 3 depicts, the uninvolved and volunteer classes were totally invariant, 
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whereas the involved and random classes were partially invariant. Again, 
observed differences were in the magnitude but not in the pattern of responses.

Table 3 presents the prevalences of each class by SES. Invariance tests 
of class prevalences by SES indicated that classes were not invariant 
(Δχ2(n = 5,114) = 147.28, df = 6, p < .001). Specifically, prevalences of 
the uninvolved and involved classes were invariant (Δχ2(n = 5,114) = 
2.03, df = 2, p = .362) for the high- and middle-SES groups. As Table 3 
presents, prevalence in the involved class was highest for the low-SES 
group, and lower for the middle- and high-SES groups. Interestingly, the 
volunteer class was more than 20 percentage points higher in the high-SES 
compared with the low-SES group (35% vs. 14%, respectively) and 11 
percentage points higher than the middle-SES group (35% vs. 24%, 
respectively).

To examine individual and contextual correlates of class membership, we 
run a multinomial logistic regression model, using the uninvolved class as the 
reference category. Results of this analysis are presented in Table 4.

Overall, males have higher odds than females of belonging to the unin-
volved class; alternatively, females have higher odds of belonging to the 
involved and volunteer classes. Age increases the odds of belonging to the 
involved class, and SES decreases the odds of belonging to the involved class 
but increased the odds of belonging to the volunteer class. Adolescents’ inter-
est in politics, frequency of discussion of political and social issues with fam-
ily and friends, and citizenship self-efficacy increase the odds of belonging to 
the involved classes, and decrease the odds of belonging to the uninvolved 
class (compared with the involved class). More interestingly, citizenship self-
efficacy, attitudes toward own country, discussion of political and social 
issues increase the odds of belonging to the volunteer class, compared with 
the uninvolved class. Surprisingly, support for democratic values decreases 
the odds of belonging to the involved and volunteer classes. Finally, parental 
interest in politics was not related to participants’ involvement in social or 
political organizations.

In terms of school variables, both students’ participation and perceived 
influence at school increase the odds of belonging to the involved compared 

Table 2.  Prevalence of Each Class by Gender, Using Partially Invariant 
Configurations.

Sex Uninvolved Volunteer Random Involved

Male 0.5112 0.1956 0.2377 0.0556
Female 0.3634 0.3500 0.1839 0.1027
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with the uninvolved class, whereas students’ participation in school also 
increased the odds of belonging to the volunteer class. Contrary to expecta-
tions, quality of teacher-student relationships decreases the odds of belonging 
to the involved class.

Table 3.  Class Prevalence by Highest Level of Parental Education, Using Partially 
Invariant Configurations.

SES
Class 1

Uninvolved
Class 2

Volunteer
Class 3
Random

Class 4
Involved

Low 0.39 0.14 0.35 0.12
Middle 0.43 0.24 0.25 0.08
High 0.43 0.35 0.14 0.08

Note. SES = socioeconomic status.

Table 4.  Regression Coefficients and Odds Ratios for Multinomial Regressions 
Predicting Class Membership Using Beliefs as Predictors.

Predictors

Classes

Volunteer Random Involved

Beta OR Beta OR Beta OR

Gender (males) −0.495 0.61a 0.008 0.98 −0.275 0.76a

Age −0.011 0.99 0.087 1.09 0.192 1.21a

SES 0.087 1.09a −0.289 0.75a −0.216 0.81a

Adolescent’s interest in 
politics

0.022 1.00 0.030 1.01a 0.047 1.03a

Citizenship self-efficacy 0.009 1.01a 0.017 1.02a 0.018 1.02a

Attitudes toward own 
country

0.016 1.02a 0.004 1.00 0.017 1.02a

Support for democratic 
values

−0.009 0.99a −0.023 0.98a −0.027 0.97a

Trust in institutions 0.005 1.00 0.007 1.01 0.003 1.00
Discussion of political and 

social issues
0.022 1.02a 0.030 1.03a 0.047 1.05a

Parent interest in politics 0.024 1.02 0.067 1.07 −0.001 0.99
Student influence at school 0.006 1.01 0.023 1.02a 0.049 1.05a

Participation in school 0.051 1.05a 0.043 1.04a 0.100 1.11a

Quality of teacher-student 
relationship

−0.001 0.99 0.001 1.00 −0.017 0.98a

Note. OR = odds ratio; SES = socioeconomic status.
a95% confidence interval does not include 1. Uninvolved is reference class.
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Discussion

Overall, our findings reveal considerable diversity in patterns of civic 
involvement in our sample. In terms of frequency of participation, two pat-
terns that represent contrasting profiles emerge, namely, high and low levels 
of involvement in all the civic groups assessed. In addition, a third class—
volunteers—similarly shows low participation in political, cultural ethnic, 
and human rights groups, but high participation in community volunteering 
groups, religious groups, and groups campaigning for a specific issue. The 
volunteer class reflects youth’s preference for involvement in organizations 
that do not pursue conventional political aims. This finding probably reflects 
the normative opportunities for civic engagement available for adolescents, 
mostly in the form of community service and solidarity initiatives to help the 
less privileged. The organizations in which the volunteer class is more likely 
to participate mostly represent solidarity and service aims, rather than social 
transformation. Alternatively, the higher probabilities of participation of the 
volunteer class, compared with those of the random class, could also reflect 
a pattern of emergent civic participation, and indicate a different level of 
commitment.

Findings of this study extend current knowledge in three ways. First, by 
adding confirmatory evidence of distinctive configurations of civic participa-
tion in a different population of young adolescents. Second, by documenting 
the heterogeneity of civic configurations by gender and socioeconomic fac-
tors. Third, by highlighting specific family and school experiences that pre-
dict membership in different configurations of participation.

Patterns of civic involvement in our sample are similar to those reported 
by Menezes (2003) in a European adolescent sample drawn from the 2001 
Civic Education Study (Torney-Purta, Lehmann, Oswald, & Schulz, 2001). 
Although based on different indicators of civic behavior (i.e., involvement in 
school and neighborhood activities) and attitudes, profiles of civic engage-
ment in our study also resemble the three clusters identified by Voight and 
Torney-Purta (2013), each representing mostly different levels of involve-
ment as is the case of our sample. Furthermore, the two extreme classes (i.e., 
low and high civic behavior and attitudes) are somewhat comparable with the 
uninvolved and involved classes identified in our sample. Considering that 
measures are not equivalent across studies, consistency of the involved and 
uninvolved profiles in these different samples (i.e., North American, 
European, Chilean) suggest these contrasting patterns are already apparent in 
early adolescence. The latter does not imply, though, that they will be stable 
over time.
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In terms of prevalences, students with high civic involvement in our study 
present prevalences close to those reported by Wray-Lake et al. (2014; civic 
leaders) and Pancer, Pratt, Hunsberger, and Alisat (2007; i.e., activists). As in 
other normative samples, steady involvement is low (Amnå, 2012). 
Alternatively, the pattern of uninvolvement in our sample is higher than the 
30% reported in previous studies (Menezes, 2003; Pancer et al., 2007; Wray-
Lake et al., 2014). Relatedly, Voight and Torney-Purta (2013) found a fairly 
balanced representation of each profile of engagement, whereas in our sam-
ple, the involved group represents a minority compared with the uninvolved, 
the most prevalent pattern. Differences in prevalence of configurations 
between samples probably reflect unequal contextual opportunities available 
for young adolescents in school and community settings, but could also 
reflect individual differences in motivations and dispositions to participate, 
or a combination of both. Further examination of these patterns would 
advance theoretical understanding of antecedents of civic engagement, as 
well as the design of civic education or intervention programs.

In light of their young age, it is reasonable to expect that a large number in 
our sample is not involved. However, a significant proportion is engaged in 
volunteer work. The uninvolved group can either have less access to conven-
tional participatory settings or may perceive that formal political settings do 
not reflect or respond to their concerns. In the context of low trust in tradi-
tional organizations and increasingly individualized biographies, youth may 
perceive and cultivate a political stance in manifestations such as music or 
consumer activism (Harris et  al., 2007) or exchange views or opinions in 
forums other than organizations (Vromen, Xenos, & Loader, 2015). It is still 
possible that some members of the uninvolved class are actually interested in 
political issues, and ready to act, should they perceive it as imperative (Amnå 
& Ekman, 2014). Thus, we cannot conclude that the uninvolved class is nec-
essarily disengaged as our measure defining classes of participation is basi-
cally capturing frequency of involvement in a limited number of organizations. 
At the same time, considering the new forms that civic engagement may take 
(Zukin et al., 2006), it is significant to identify a small group that, behavior-
ally, already exhibits a clear pattern of civic participation.

Heterogeneity of Profiles of Civic Participation by Gender and 
Socioeconomic Contexts

Considering the different ways in which boys and girls are socialized within 
society’s institutions (e.g., families, schools), and the contrasting social roles 
and positions genders occupy in society (Eagly, 1987), it could be expected 
that females were less civically involved than males. This is not the case in 
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our sample, as males are overrepresented in the uninvolved and females in the 
involved and volunteer classes. At the same time, acknowledging that gender 
inequality (i.e., low representation of women in politics, government, legisla-
ture, and power positions) is a major social and economic issue in Chile 
(Schkolnik, 2004), the fact that females are overrepresented in the involved 
class raises two issues for future research. First, how to sustain females’ civic 
involvement in adolescence through adulthood. Second, to identify at what 
point in their life cycle women will give up their participation, particularly, in 
political organizations.

Patterns of civic involvement differ by SES in our sample. Only the unin-
volved class was invariant across SES. Compared with the low-SES group, 
participants from high and middle SES present lower prevalence in the 
involved class, but higher participation in the volunteer class. The higher 
prevalence of low SES in the random class probably reflects that participa-
tion for this groups is contingent to contextual opportunities. Our finding of 
greater civic involvement in low-SES participants differs from the disadvan-
tage in civic knowledge, skills, and participation documented in non-White, 
poor, and/or immigrant youth in the United States (Levinson, 2007), and calls 
for more specific analysis of cultural differences in expectations and oppor-
tunities for engagement.

Students in the two classes with mixed patterns (i.e., volunteer, random) 
are involved in community volunteering, religious organizations, and cam-
paigns for a specific issue, and show similar prevalences in the middle-SES 
group. However, prevalences of these two mixed pattern classes differ 
between low and high SES. The volunteer class (collect money to support 
social cause) is more prevalent in the middle and high SES, whereas the ran-
dom class in the middle and low SES. Unfortunately, our measures do not 
allow to explore whether differences in patterns of involvement reflect dif-
ferential opportunities available for youth in their schools and residential 
communities, youth preferences of involvement, or parents’ selective encour-
agement of their children’s involvement in certain civic groups only. Future 
studies could test what processes account for the differences observed.

Adolescents’ Attitudes and Profiles of Civic Engagement

Not surprisingly, age increases the odds of belonging to the involved class. 
This finding probably reflects adolescents’ gains in autonomy, as civic 
involvement requires interaction in contexts outside the family. The two pro-
files with some kind of consistent involvement (i.e., involved, volunteer) pro-
vide evidence that these young citizens are active. Substantively, only the 
involved configuration includes participation in political organizations, 
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whereas the volunteer class is mostly involved in social or service initiatives. 
This finding calls for further examination of adolescents’ ideas and expecta-
tions about citizenship that focus on social transformation versus helping or 
meeting the needs of less privileged others. Whether these profiles of involve-
ment fade out, continue through young adulthood, or can be channeled into 
political profiles later in development is an empirical question (Torney-Purta 
& Amadeo, 2011). Pathways are not the same for civic and political engage-
ment, and it is important to identify what processes might be specific for each 
type of involvement at later ages.

Our indicators of adolescent attitudes relate differently to class member-
ship, and the pattern also differs by SES. Surprisingly, students’ support for 
democratic values is inversely related to civic participation, as it decreases 
the odds of belonging to the involved and volunteer classes. This finding may 
reflect changing views of democracy and citizens’ participation described in 
young generations (Amnå & Ekman, 2014). Harris et al. (2007) argue that, in 
contemporary societies, youth’s lives unfold disconnected with formal insti-
tutions or without participation in political processes. If conventional forms 
of political involvement are not available for youth and/or are perceived as 
ineffective, and identities becoming increasingly individualized (Coté & 
Bynner, 2008), youth create new spaces to connect with the civic sphere of 
society and manifest their political concerns. Youth participation, thus, 
becomes more closely connected to the proximal worlds of family and 
friends. In fact, Dalton and Crosby (2008) state that young citizens have a 
broader notion of democracy and participation that includes experiences of 
the personal life that may acquire a political dimension, whereas Welzel, 
Inglehart, and Deutsch (2005) characterized them by freedom and self-
expression. If new forms are already in place that capitalize on youth connec-
tions with others outside formal organizations to build the civic or political 
realm, our measure may present a limited or adult-focused view of what civic 
engagement means for participants.

Consistent with previous reports, school experiences do matter for adoles-
cents’ civic engagement, as participation in civic and cultural activities in 
school is a significant predictor of participation in civic and political groups 
outside the school in our sample. Furthermore, students’ perceived influence 
in school increases the odds of belonging to the involved compared with the 
uninvolved class. Regardless of SES, the school emerges as a key context to 
engage young students in quality participation experiences (e.g., school radio 
or newspaper, students’ council) through which they can perceive their voice 
matters, have a sense of influence by taking part in decisions that matter to 
them. Students’ participation in decision making and sense of influence in 
school may be experiences attuned to youth’s personal needs of autonomy 
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and self-direction. Experiences of participation with others in contexts where 
youth feel their voice and perspectives are taken seriously build the ties that 
bind citizens together, and can actualize the values and tenets of the larger 
societal order (Flanagan, Lin, Luisi-Mills, Sambo, & Hu, 2015; Flanagan, 
Martínez, Cumsille, & Ngomane, 2011). Both frequency of involvement and 
quality (i.e., sense of influence) of participation in school activities can pro-
vide a context for young citizens to develop agency and political efficacy.

Considering that empirical evidence documenting the emergence and con-
textual variation of civic engagement in adolescence is still limited (Voight & 
Torney-Purta, 2013), identifying early patterns of commitment may be a first 
step toward understanding the precursor processes of trajectories of civic 
engagement in adult life, be these continuous or episodic, and to examine 
which patterns of involvement are more likely to continue in adult life (Torney-
Purta et al., 2010; Winlkenfeld et al., 2010). Current findings raise questions 
regarding how early in adolescence, the profiles of engagement identified 
emerge relative to contextual opportunities for civic participation available in 
school or community settings. Documenting the developmental antecedents 
of early patterns of civic involvement is important to advance understanding 
about whether and how attitudes and commitments may continue or change in 
late adolescence and adulthood (Obradović & Masten, 2007).

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, 
authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, 
authorship, and/or publication of this article: Support for this research was provided 
by the National Fund for Scientific and Technological Development (FONDECYT) 
grants 1141181 and 1085231. Patricio Cumsille and Juan Carlos Castillo acknowl-
edge support from Centre for Social Conflict and Cohesion Studies, COES 
FONDECYT/FONDAP/15130009.

ORCID iD

Patricio Cumsille  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3911-2910

References

Amnå, E. (2012). How is civic engagement developed over time? Emerging 
answers from a multidisciplinary field. Journal of Adolescence, 35, 611-627. 
doi:10.1016/j.adolescence.2012.04.011

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3911-2910


24	 Journal of Early Adolescence 40(1)

Amnå, E., & Ekman, J. (2014). Standby citizens: Diverse faces of politi-
cal passivity. European Political Science Review, 6, 261-281. doi:10.1017/
S175577391300009X

Castillo, J. C., Miranda, D., Bonhomme, M., Cox, C., & Bascopé, M. (2014). 
Mitigating the political participation gap from the school: The roles of civic 
knowledge and classroom climate. Journal of Youth Studies, 18, 16-35.

Collins, L. M., & Lanza, S. T. (2010). Latent class and latent transition analysis: 
With applications in the social, behavioral, and health sciences. Hoboken, NJ: 
John Wiley.

Coté, J. E., & Bynner, J. M. (2008). Changes in the transition to adulthood in the UK 
and Canada: The role of structure and agency in emerging adulthood. Journal of 
Youth Studies, 11, 251-268.

Dalton, J., & Crosby, P. (2008). Student voting and political engagement in college: 
Should higher education be doing more to promote civic agency? Journal of 
College and Character, 10(1), 1-8.

Eagly, A. (1987). Sex differences in social behavior: A social-role interpretation. 
Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Ekman J., & Amnå E. (2012). Political participation and civic engagement: Towards 
a new typology. Human Affairs, 22, 283-300. doi:10.2478/s13374-012-0024-1

Ferreira, P. D., Azevedo, C. N., & Menezes, I. (2012). The developmental quality 
of participation experiences: Beyond the rhetoric that “participation is always 
good!” Journal of Adolescence, 35, 599-610.

Flanagan, C. A., & Levine, P. (2010). Civic engagement and the transition to adult-
hood. The Future of Children, 20, 159-179.

Flanagan, C. A., Lin, C., Luisi-Mills, H., Sambo, A., & Hu, M. (2015). Adolescent 
civic development across cultures. In L. A. Jensen (ed), The Oxford handbook of 
human development and culture (pp. 471-485). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Flanagan, C. A., Martínez, M. L., Cumsille, P., & Ngomane, T. (2011). Youth civic 
development: Theorizing a domain with evidence from different cultural con-
texts. New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development, 2011, 95-109.

Gordon, H. R. (2008). Gendered paths to teenage political participation parental 
power, civic mobility, and youth activism. Gender & Society, 22, 31-55.

Harris, A., Wyn, J., & Younes, S. (2007). Young people and citizenship: An everyday 
perspective. Youth Studies Australia, 26(3), 19-27.

Hooghe, M., Oser, J., & Marien, S. (2015). A comparative analysis of “good citizen-
ship”: A latent class analysis of adolescents’ citizenship norms in 38 countries. 
International Political Science Review, 37, 115-129.

Instituto Nacional de la Juventud. (2012). Séptima Encuesta Nacional de la Juventud 
[Seventh National Survey of Youth]. Santiago, Chile: Author.

Lanza, S. T., Bray, B. C., & Collins, L. (2013). An introduction to latent class and latent 
transition analysis. In J. S. Schinka & W.F. Velicer (Eds.), Handbook of psychol-
ogy: Research methods in psychology (Vol. 2, pp. 691-716). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

Lanza, S. T., Collins, L. M., Lemmon, D. R., & Schafer, J. L. (2007). PROC LCA: 
A SAS procedure for latent class analysis. Structural Equation Modeling, 14, 
671-694.



Martínez et al.	 25

Levinson, M. (2007, January). The civic achievement gap (CIRCLE Working Paper 
51). College Park: Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and 
Engagement, University of Maryland.

Martínez, M. L., Peñaloza, P., & Valenzuela, C. (2012). Civic commitment in young 
activists: Emergent processes in the development of personal and collective iden-
tity. Journal of Adolescence, 35, 474-484.

Martínez, M. L., Silva, C., Carmona, M., & Cumsille, P. (2012). Young Chileans’ 
views of citizenship: Findings from the first generation born after the reinstitution 
of democracy. Applied Developmental Science, 16, 167-180.

Martínez, M. L., Silva, C., & Hernández, A. C. (2010). ¿En qué ciudadanía creen los 
jóvenes? creencias, aspiraciones de ciudadanía y motivaciones para la partici-
pación sociopolítica [What type of citizenship do youth believe in? Beliefs, aspi-
rations, and motivations for sociopolitical participation]. Psykhe, 19(2), 25-37.

Menezes, I. (2003). Participation experiences and civic concepts, attitudes and engage-
ment: Implications for citizenship education projects. European Educational 
Research Journal, 2, 430-445.

Metz, E., & Youniss, J. (2005). Longitudinal gains in civic development through 
school-based required service. Political Psychology, 26, 413-437.

Ministerio de Desarrollo Social. (2012). Informe de Política Social 2012 [Social 
policy report 2012]. Retrieved from http://www.ministeriodesarrollosocial.gob.
cl/ipos-2012/media/ipos_2012_pp_30-65.pdf

Obradović, J., & Masten, A. S. (2007). Developmental antecedents of young 
adult civic engagement. Applied Developmental Science, 11(1), 2-19. 
doi:10.1080/10888690709336720

Pancer, S. M., Pratt, M., Hunsberger, B., & Alisat, S. (2007). Community and politi-
cal involvement in adolescence: What distinguishes the activists from the unin-
volved? Journal of Community Psychology, 35, 741-759.

Schkolnik, M. (2004). ¿Por qué es tan increíblemente baja la tasa de participación de 
las mujeres en Chile? [Why is unbelievable low the rate of women participation 
in Chile] (Documentos En Foco). Santiago, Chile: Expansiva.

Schlozman, K. L. (2012). Counting the voices in the heavenly chorus: Pressure partic-
ipants in Washington politics. In D. Halpin & G. Jordan (Eds.), The scale of inter-
est organization in democratic politics (pp. 23-43). UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

Schulz, W., Ainley, J., & Fraillon, J. (2011). ICCS 2009 technical report. Amsterdam, 
The Netherlands: International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement (IEA).

Schulz, W., Ainley, J., Fraillon, J., Kerr, D., & Losito, B. (2010). ICCS 2009 interna-
tional report: Civic knowledge, attitudes, and engagement among lower-second-
ary school students in 38 countries. Amsterdam, The Netherlands: International 
Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA).

Syvertsen, A. K., Wray-Lake, L., Flanagan, C. A., Osgood, D. W., & Briddell, L. 
(2011). Thirty year trends in American adolescents’ civic engagement: A story 
of changing participation and educational differences. Journal of Research on 
Adolescence, 21, 586-594. doi:10.1111/j.1532-7795.2010.00706.x

http://www.ministeriodesarrollosocial.gob.cl/ipos-2012/media/ipos_2012_pp_30-65.pdf
http://www.ministeriodesarrollosocial.gob.cl/ipos-2012/media/ipos_2012_pp_30-65.pdf


26	 Journal of Early Adolescence 40(1)

Torney-Purta, J., & Amadeo, J. A. (2011). Participatory niches for emergent citi-
zenship in early adolescence: An international perspective. The ANNALS of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science, 633, 180-200.

Torney-Purta, J., Amadeoa, J.A., & Andolina, M. W. (2010). A conceptual framework 
and multimethod approach for research on political socialization and civic engage-
ment. In L. R. Sherrod, J. Torney-Purta & C. A. Flanagan (Eds.), Handbook of 
research in civic engagement in youth (Chapter 19). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

Torney-Purta, J., Lehmann, R., Oswald, H., & Schulz, W. (2001). Citizenship and 
education in twenty-eight countries: Civic knowledge and engagement at age 
fourteen. Amsterdam, The Netherlands: International Association for the 
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA).

Voight, A., & Torney-Purta, J. (2013). A typology of youth civic engagement in urban 
middle schools. Applied Developmental Science, 17, 198-212.

Vromen, A., Xenos, M., & Loader, B. (2015). Young people, social media and con-
nective action: From organisational maintenance to everyday political talk. 
Journal of Youth Studies, 18:1, 80-100. doi:10.1080/13676261.2014.933198

Watts, R., & Flanagan, C. (2007). Pushing the envelope on youth civic engagement: 
A developmental and liberation psychology perspective. Journal of Community 
Psychology, 35(6), 779-792. doi:10.1002/jcop.20178

Wray-Lake, L., Rote, W.M., Benavides, C.M., & Victorino, C. (2014). Examining 
developmental transitions in civic engagement across adolescence: Evidence 
from a National U.S. Sample. International Journal of Developmental Science, 
8, 95-104 doi: 10.3233/DEV-14142

Welzel, C., Inglehart, R., & Deutsch, F. (2005). Social capital, voluntary associations 
and collective action: Which aspects of social capital have the greatest “civic” 
payoff? Journal of Civil Society, 1, 121-146.

Winlkenfeld, B., Lauckhardt, J., & Torney-Purta, J. (2010). The relation between 
theory and measures of civic engagement in research on adolescents. In L. R. 
Sherrod, J. Torney-Purta, & C. A. Flanagan (Eds.), Handbook of research on 
civic engagement in youth (pp. 193-219). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley.

Youniss, J., McLellan, J. A., & Yates, M. (1997). What we know about generating 
civic identity. American Behavioral Scientist, 40, 620-631.

Zaff, J. F., Boyd, M., Li, Y., Lerner, J. V., & Lerner, R. M. (2010). Active and engaged 
citizenship: Multi-group and longitudinal factorial analysis of an integrated con-
struct of civic engagement. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 39, 736-750.

Zukin, C., Keeter, S., Andolina, M., Jenkins, K., & Carpini, M. X. D. (2006). A new 
engagement? Political participation, civic life, and the changing American citi-
zen. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Author Biographies

M. Loreto Martínez, PhD, is a professor of psychology at Pontificia Universidad 
Católica de Chile. Her areas of research include the study of civic and political devel-
opment in adolescence and young adulthood, identity development, and parent-ado-
lescent relationships.



Martínez et al.	 27

Patricio Cumsille, PhD, is a professor of psychology at Pontificia Universidad 
Católica de Chile. His areas of research include the study of parent-adolescent rela-
tionship and civic and political development in adolescence and young adulthood.

Ignacio Loyola, MA, is an independent consultant interested in youth positive devel-
opment, in particular social and civic development.

Juan Carlos Castillo, PhD, is an assistant professor of sociology at Pontificia 
Universidad Católica de Chile and associate director and principal investigator in the 
Centre for Social Conflict and Cohesion Studies. His areas of research are the study 
of social inequality and political socialization of youth.


