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Roots of Civic Identity
International Perspectives on Community Service and Activism 
in Youth

Miranda Yates and James Youniss have brought together an international collec­
tion of essays that describe the state of community participation among the 
world's youth. Authors from around the globe use fresh empirical data to present 
portraits of contemporary youth constructing their civic identities through such 
means as community service and political activism. The image of "generation X" 
as socially disconnected and apathetic is contradicted by young people's efforts 
to comprehend the complexities of society and to work toward the realization of 
social-moral ideals. The findings contribute to a theory of political socialization 
that bases youth's understanding of political aspects of society and citizenship 
on participation in community and civic activities rather than on the intake of 
abstract pieces of formal information. To this end, youth seek to resolve ideolog­
ical tensions, such as in Northern Ireland, Israel, and Palestine; to overcome 
corrupting political practices, such as in Italy and Taiwan; to deal with disillu­
sionment, such as in Palestine and the emerging Eastern European nations; and 
to bridge barriers against youth's meaningful participation in the working of 
society, such as in Canada, Japan, the United Kingdom, and the United States. 
Special conditions, such as the diminution of the welfare state, for instance, in 
former West Germany, and the rapid turn toward democracy in former East 
Germany offer insight into the process through which youth try to establish 
meaningful person-state relationships, both individually and collectively de­
fined.

Miranda Yates is Project Director at the Menninger Foundation, after serving as 
Postdoctoral Fellow at the Center for the Study of Race and Ethnicity in America 
at Brown University. She is the coauthor, with James Youniss, of Community 
Service and Social Responsibility in Youth (1997). In 1996, Dr. Yates was honored 
by the Society for Research on Adolescence with the Hershel Thomberg Disser­
tation Award. Her articles have appeared in the Journal fo r  Research on Adoles­
cence, Journal o f Adolescent Research, American Behavioral Scientist, and Social 
Development.

James Youniss is Director of the Life Cycle Institute and Professor of Psychology 
at The Catholic University of America. His previous books include Parents and 
Peers in Social Development (1980), Adolescent Relations with Parents, Fathers, and 
Friends (1985), and Community Service and Social Responsibility in Youth (1997). He 
has edited Psychological Responses to Social Change (1995) and After the Wall: Family 
Adaptations in East and West Germany (1995). Dr. Youniss is the recipient of awards 
from the Humboldt Foundation in Germany and from the Japanese Society for 
the Promotion of Science.
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7. Adolescents and the "Social 
Contract": Developmental Roots 
of Citizenship in Seven Countries
C O N N IE FLA N A G A N , BR ITTA  JO N SSO N , LU BA  BO TC H EV A , 
BEN O  C SA PO , JE N N IF E R  BO W ES, PETER  M A C EK,
IR IN A  A V ER IN A , AND ELEN A  SH EBLA N O V A

Genuine politics -  politics worthy of the name, and the only politics I am 
willing to devote myself to -  is simply a matter of serving those around 
us: serving the community, and serving those who will come after us. Its 
deepest roots are moral because it is a responsibility, expressed through 
action, to and for the whole. (V. Havel, 1992)

A ccording to W alzer (1989), " a  citizen is, m ost sim ply, a m em ber of a 
political com m unity, entitled to w hatever prerogatives and encum bered 
w ith w hatever responsibilities are attached to m em bership. The word 
com es to us from  the Latin civis; the Greek equivalent is polites, m em ber 
of the polis, from  w hich com es our p olitical" (p. 211). Becom ing a citizen, 
assum ing the rights and responsibilities of m em bership in a social group, 
is a m arker of attaining adult status in m any societies. But w hat prepares 
people to assum e those responsibilities? H ow  do they com e to under­
stand and exercise their civic rights? W hat m otivates them  to becom e 
engaged in civil society?

The project discussed in this chapter, A dolescents' Interpretation of 
the "Socia l C ontract," addresses such issues. W e focus on the roots of 
citizenship and w ays that young people develop a com m itm ent to the 
com m onw ealth. By the social contract w e refer to the set of m utual rights 
and obligations binding citizens w ith  their polity. W e contend that there 
is an intergenerational bargain im plied in the process of social integra­
tion, that is, a prom ise that one w ill enjoy the rights and reap the benefits 
o f the social order if s /h e  lives by its rules and fulfills the responsibilities 
of m em bership. O f course, social change upsets the conditions of the 
bargain. Thus, it is not surprising that attention to questions of citizen-

Adolescents' Interpretation of the "Social Contract" is a collaborative project di­
rected by Connie Flanagan. This project was supported in part by grants from the 
William T. Grant Foundation and the Johann Jacobs Foundation to Connie Flanagan.
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ship -  w hat it m eans and how  it is fostered -  tends to increase when 
concerns about the stability of political regim es are on the rise. Such 
anxieties m ay arise w hen new , untested dem ocracies are born, the situ­
ation, for exam ple, in contem porary Central and Eastern Europe. Con­
cerns are also voiced when m assive social m ovem ents challenge the 
status quo, as w as the case in the youth m ovem ents of the 1960s in 
Europe, A ustralia, and the United States.

In  recent years, the them es of political stability and civic trust have 
again becom e prom inent in public discourse. Several factors m ay be con­
tributing to these apprehensions. First, trends of rising self-interest 
am ong adults and adolescents in W estern dem ocracies have m otivated 
discussions about w hether the values of the m arket have extinguished 
com m itm ents to the com m onw ealth. Engaging youth in service to their 
com m unities has been  recom m ended as an antidote to these trends. Sec­
ond, political stability is jeopardized w hen the econom ic security of large 
segm ents o f a population erodes. U nder the pressures of globalization, 
opportunities for secure em ploym ent and a good standard of living, es­
pecially for people w ith little form al education, are dim inishing. Relat- 
edly, the stage of adolescence, the tim e before the age of m ajority, has 
becom e a protracted period in postindustrial societies, leaving m any 
youth w ith no clear social niche. If large num bers of young people feel 
disaffected from  the political system , its stability m ay be underm ined.

The lack of a social niche is a problem  shared by youth across indus­
trialized societies, but it is exacerbated by the pace and unpredictability 
of social change in Central and Eastern Europe. D uring the era o f state 
socialism , partnerships betw een industries and schools ensured a rela­
tively sm ooth school-to-w ork transition w ith  students guaranteed a job 
after com pleting their education. In  the 1990s there have been  profound 
changes in  the social contracts of these countries. A s m any state-run en­
terprises closed, unem ploym ent soared, and youth, especially those with 
few skills and little experience, w ere disproportionately affected.

The term s of the new  contract im ply m ore individual initiative and 
less reliance on the state. H ow ever, it seem s that m any m em bers of the 
current generation as w ell as their parents w ould prefer aspects of the 
old bargain. A bout half of the several hundred Bulgarian teens in a re­
cent study felt that the state should take care of m ost needs in society 
(Botcheva & Kitanov, 1996). In H ungary, Csapo (1995) found that ado­
lescents' initial euphoria about political and econom ic changes in 1989 
had declined by 1993 as the hard realities of the transition set in. The 
m ost pessim istic youth felt that the problem s associated w ith the tran­
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sition w ere inherent in the new  social order, w hereas the optim ists (who 
were in the m ajority) felt such problem s w ere a tem porary phenom enon. 
Education m ay account for som e of these differences in outlook since 
the better educated are m ore likely to reap benefits in the new social 
order. In fact, M acek, Tyrlik, and Kostron (1996) have show n that better 
educated youth in the Czech Republic tend to assess the social changes 
there m ore positively than their less educated peers.

Scholars seeking answ ers to the question of how  polities are stabilized 
point to the im portance of diffuse support in the population for the prin­
ciples of the social order (Easton & Dennis, 1969). O ur project focuses 
on the developm ental roots o f that diffuse support by  exam ining ways 
that young people in different countries and from  different social back­
grounds w ithin a country construct an  understanding o f the contract that 
binds m em bers of society together. D raw ing from  V ygotsky (1978), we 
contend that an individual's thinking about and relationship to the polity 
are the product of social activity. In this chapter, w e argue that engage­
m ent in the voluntary sector connects young people to the broader pol­
ity, and, in that process, they develop an understanding of them selves 
as civic actors, engaged in the issues and capable of addressing the prob­
lem s of their polity.

O ur findings are based on a survey of m ore than 5,600 12- to 19-year- 
olds from  seven countries. The decision to survey a broad age range was 
based on our interest in uncovering developm ental change in young peo­
p le 's perceptions of the social contract as w ell as in their civic values 
and com m itm ents. The choice of countries for the study (Australia, Bul­
garia, the C zech Republic, H ungary, Russia, Sw eden, and the United 
States) w as based on tw o criteria: (a) the length of their experience as 
dem ocracies and (b) the role of the state in  the provision of social serv­
ices.

Four countries in the study (Russia, Bulgaria, the C zech Republic, and 
H ungary) could be considered fledgling dem ocracies. Because these 
nations have had only a short period w hen dem ocratic institutions or 
infrastructure could develop, w e have labeled them  "transition al socie­
tie s ."  The current generation of young people and several that preceded 
it grew  up w ith relatively little experience of a political com m unity in 
the sense of opportunities to practice open public debate (Karpati, 1996). 
Prior to 1990, one of the m ajor tasks o f schools, m edia, and youth or­
ganizations was to achieve political hom ogenization by m inim izing dif­
ferences betw een individuals (Karpati, 1996; Pastuovic, 1993). The 
political activity of youth in that era w as restricted to officially sane-

Roots of Citizenship in Seven Countries



tioned groups such as the Young Pioneer and Com som ol organizations. 
M em bership, although quite high am ong secondary school students, was 
expected, if not required (Csapo, 1994).

Since 1990 building dem ocratic societies has been a high priority 
of these nations, and changes in curricular content and instructional 
styles in schools have been recom m ended as prim ary m eans for achiev­
ing that goal (Rust, Knost, & W ichm ann, 1994). Gradually, m em bership 
in youth organizations including the Boy and Girl Scouts, 4-H , and 
church-related groups is grow ing, replacing the void left by the disin­
tegration of groups like the Young Pioneers. There is consensus in these 
countries about the need to prepare young people to participate in dem ­
ocratic societies but less agreem ent about how  to accom plish that objec­
tive. M uch of the focus has been on curricular reform . H ow ever, since 
teachers who trained and w orked under the old system  would assum e 
prim ary responsibility, there is som e concern about their reverting to 
past practices.

During the Soviet era, the situation in schools m irrored that in society, 
where low levels of civic trust and political efficacy constrained public 
discourse and political action. There w ere, how ever, significant differ­
ences betw een countries in the am ount of constraint and the freedom  to 
voice dissenting opinions. For exam ple, in the 1980s, political satire was 
openly broadcast on H ungarian television, and signs of youth's disaffec­
tion from  the official ideology were apparent as early as the seventies 
and eighties. N ot only were there subgroups of youth who were clearly 
disaffected from  the system , but it w as young people w ho organized 
dem onstrations to com m em orate the 1848 struggle of H ungary for in­
dependence from  A ustria (Csapo, 1994). These actions reflected a grow ­
ing national spirit that contradicted the politics of international socialism .

In contrast to the relative freedom  in H ungary, in Czechoslovakia a 
so-called double m orality w as obvious in the caution w ith which people 
m onitored their interactions in public (M acek & Rabusic, 1994; Scheye, 
1991). Only in private interactions did m any feel free to speak their mind. 
In such a context w here political parties were banned, voluntary asso­
ciations played a critical role as an outlet for dissent and a m eans of 
organizing political opposition. A ccording to H avel (1990), the roots of 
citizen m ovem ents such as KOR, Solidarity, N eues Forum , Charter 77, 
and Civic Forum  can be traced to the opportunities people had in non­
governm ent and nonpublic contexts to be authentic and to feel free to 
disagree. Eventually these m ovem ents were successful in achieving the
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political reform s of the early 1990s. And, as in m ost historical m ove­
m ents, youth played a prom inent role.

In Bulgaria youth were active in the strikes and dem onstrations of 
1990-1991, m ovem ents that later led to changes in the governm ent. Rep­
resentatives of the student m ovem ent participated in the work of 
parliam ent in the early days of political change there. In  H ungary the 
first new  political party w as a youth party w ith m em bership restricted 
to those under the age of 35. FID ESZ, the A lliance of Young Dem ocrats, 
w hich w as already organized in 1988 w hen the Com m unist party was 
still in  pow er, gained 21 seats in the first free parliam entary election of 
1990. H ow ever, in the years since free elections in the Central and East 
European nations, m any students and young people have w ithdraw n 
from  the political fray. D espite early euphoria about the pace at which 
political change w as expected to occur, scholars now  believe the work 
of building the new dem ocracies will take generations (Keri, 1996).

In these four transitional societies, the state has played a m ajor role in 
providing entitlem ents. H ow ever, the standard of living for the average 
fam ily is quite low. Since the introduction of fiscal shock therapy and 
rapid privatization in the early 1990s, the results of free elections have 
sw ung back and forth on the political spectrum  as the citizens of these 
nations seek a balance betw een the efficiencies of private enterprise and 
the assurances of state entitlem ent and w elfare program s.

All of the rem aining three countries in the study (Australia, Sweden, 
and the United States) have enjoyed longer histories as dem ocratic pol­
ities w ith practices of electoral politics in place and partisan allegiances 
that reflect group interests relatively stable. Practices in schools, families, 
and youth organizations that are m eant to prepare young people for civic 
participation have evolved. In each of these countries children, especially 
those from  m iddle-class backgrounds, are encouraged to form  their own 
opinions and to voice them , even if that m eans disagreeing w ith adult 
authorities (Flanagan et al. 1996). U nderlying such practices is the belief 
that the foundation of a dem ocratic system  is a citizenry that can think 
independently and disagree in a civil fashion.

Youth groups such as Scouts and 4-H  serve a sim ilar function in sta­
bilizing the polity. A lthough typically thought of as apolitical organiza­
tions, these groups teach young people life skills that integrate them into 
the extant social order. For exam ple, the principles of a m arket econom y 
are learned via projects that em phasize entrepreneurship, individual in­
itiative, and com petition for awards. D em ocratic principles of tolerance

Roots of Citizenship in Seven Countries



are learned in w orkshops and clubs; cooperation and interdependence 
are fostered via leadership training and group projects. By contributing 
to the norm s, ethics, and values of youth, these voluntary organizations 
strengthen support for the polity as w ell as com m itm ents to the princi­
ples of the m arket in the next generation.

As the prim ary educational institutions of dem ocratic societies, schools 
have a special charge to foster the civic com petencies of the next gen­
eration, and research has show n that certain practices have proved ef­
fective in accom plishing that goal. For exam ple, in classroom s where 
students are free to dissent and are also expected to listen to different 
perspectives, students are m ore aware of and able to think critically 
about civic issues (New m ann, 1990), are m ore tolerant of dissenting opin­
ions (Ehman, 1980), and know m ore about international affairs (Torney- 
Purta & Lansdale, 1986).

The three stable dem ocracies in our study can be contrasted on a sec­
ond dim ension of interest to the project, that is, the role of the state in 
providing social w elfare. W ith its ardent com m itm ent to equality in so­
cial distribution and broad entitlem ents for residents, Sw eden epitom izes 
the m odern social w elfare state (Jonsson, 1996). In  a society w ith such 
an interpretation of the social contract, the civic responsibility of a good 
citizen is to contribute to the equalizing of outcom es by paying a signif­
icant portion of personal incom e tow ard the public welfare.

By contrast, the principles of an "o p p o rtu n ity " society prevail in the 
United States (Verba & Orren, 1985). The rules of the social contract 
em phasize an even playing field w here each individual is supposed to 
have an equal chance to prove h im /h erself. But there is an expectation 
of uneven outcom es. Thus, m any A m ericans tolerate large disparities in 
incom e believing that such disparities are due to individual differences 
in effort or m erit. In fact, the United States has the dubious distinction 
am ong the countries in our study of having the largest differences in 
incom e and the few est entitlem ents for its m em bers. Even in the political 
arena, a supposedly level playing field, inequalities in participation are 
m ore pronounced in the United States than in other dem ocratic countries 
(Verba, N ie, & Kim , 1978). H ow ever, a h igh proportion of the political 
participation that does take place is m otivated by concerns for the 
broader com m unity (Jennings, 1991). Individuals are encouraged to com ­
pensate for w hat the system  fails to provide. Charity and philanthropy 
are considered acts of goodw ill to the needy, and young people are in­
troduced to these norm s via volunteer projects in schools and youth 
organizations.
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Like the United States, Australia is com m itted to an individualist ethic 
but one that is tem pered by strong social welfare assurances. N ot only 
does governm ent assistance subsidize the w elfare of a broad range of 
groups, but the health care of the entire population is insured by a sys­
tem  of socialized m edicine. These entitlem ents are supported by a pro­
gressive tax system. H ow ever, the fact that every large city has a 
hom eless population suggests that individuals do fall through the cracks, 
and there are voluntary efforts by charitable groups to respond to such 
needs. A pproxim ately 19% of the population 16 years of age and older 
does som e type of volunteer work, but there is not a strong em phasis 
on getting adolescents involved.

In this chapter we highlight som e of the results of our collaborative 
project, w hich indicate that voluntary work in the com m unity m ay en­
able young people across these different types of polities to identify with 
the com m onw ealth and the contributions they can m ake to it. The ad­
vantage of such a cross-national study is that it allow s us to look both 
for com m onalities across countries as w ell as for differences betw een 
them  in the definition of civic responsibility and the practices that pro­
m ote it. By com paring volunteers w ithin each country w ith their com ­
patriots who have not been volunteers we believe claim s can be made 
that voluntary work is associated w ith adolescents' com m itm ent to the 
com m onw ealth across different types of polities. A t the sam e time, the 
content of that voluntary w ork is likely to differ betw een countries.

W e present differences betw een countries in terms of the percentage 
of youth engaged in voluntary w ork and the hierarchy of civic values 
they endorse and interpret these differences in light of the contrasting 
social contracts and concepts of citizenship espoused in the countries. 
Because societies differ in the way they have defined social goals and in 
w hat they consider just policies (Dworkin, 1978), we expect that youth 
grow ing up in different system s would have distinct ideas about the role 
of the state and the rights and obligations of citizens. Finally, we elab­
orate on the distinct form s of voluntary work across countries and dis­
cuss the special functions or m eanings of engaging in such activity in 
different political contexts (Goodnow, 1996).

Roots of Citizenship in Seven Countries

Connecting Community Service to Citizenship

As part of the survey for our study, w e asked youth in each country, 
"D o  you ever do volunteer w ork in the com m unity?" The response to 
this question alone provides interesting inform ation (see Table 7.1) and



Table 7.1. Patterns o f  Youth Volunteering Across Seven Countries 
Do you ever do volunteer w ork in the com m unity?

Australia U.S. Sweden Hungary Cz. Rep. Bulgaria Russia

Yes (%)“ 
No

149 (28.1) 
381

366 (51.5) 
345

152 (19.9) 
610

605 (60.4) 
397

515 (46.3) 
597

390 (42.2) 
535

143 (23.4) 
469

“Percentage of youth in each country who indicate they do volunteer work is shown in parentheses.
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w e focus on two findings. First, according to the youth 's reports, vol­
unteering in the com m unity is a practice in all of these countries -  from 
a " lo w "  of nearly 20%  of the Sw edish sam ple to a high of 60% in H un­
gary. In fact, in four countries (Bulgaria, the C zech Republic, Hungary, 
and the United States) nearly half or m ore of the adolescents reported 
that they had engaged in som e type of voluntary effort. Second, we can 
infer that the differences betw een countries in term s of the percentage of 
youth who do such work reflect, in part, the social contracts and norms 
in each country. For exam ple, it is not surprising that Sw edish youth are 
the least likely to volunteer. In a country w ith a high standard of living 
and a strong social w elfare system , the need for volunteers is minim al. 
One of the rights of citizenship is an assurance from  the state that peo­
ple 's needs and the health of the w hole com m unity w ill be met. The 
social contract also provides m any guarantees in A ustralia, and there is 
not a strong em phasis on youth involvem ent in com m unity service. The 
m ain responsibility of a young person is to do w ell in  school and qualify 
for higher education. Finally, the large num ber of A m erican youth who 
have volunteered points to the em phasis on such activity in general and 
in schools in particular. The United States prides itself on a tradition of 
com m unity volunteering, and there has been a trend in recent years of 
school districts' m andating the practice as a prerequisite for high school 
graduation.

The percentage of youth w ho report they have done volunteer work 
is high in  three of the four transitional societies w ith Russia an exception 
to this pattern. The relatively low  percentage of Russian youth reflects 
the fact that this is not a com m on practice for any age group in the 
country. By com parison, youth from  H ungary, Bulgaria, and the Czech 
Republic report very high rates of participation, a result that should be 
understood w ithin a historical context. In  the socialist era, volunteering 
w as an activity expected of good citizens, a w ay to express one's loyalty 
and patriotism . N ot only was it norm ative, but there w ere som e social 
pressures to volunteer. In such a m ilieu, one could question the extent 
to w hich youth were genuinely m otivated to volunteer. How ever, this 
question is not substantively different from  ongoing debates in the 
United States about m andating com m unity service as a prerequisite for 
high-school graduation. The data reported in this chapter were collected 
5 years after the political transitions in the Central and East European 
nations. Perhaps the m andate o f the socialist era w as effective in m aking 
volunteer w ork a norm ative aspect of young people's lives. W e can only 
speculate. There has, how ever, been considerable discussion about the

Roots of Citizenship in Seven Countries



need for youth organizations and school curricula that prepare the next 
generation to assum e an active civic role.
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Forms of Voluntary Work

In m ost of the countries in our study, schools and youth organizations 
seem  to be the m ain route to involvem ent, follow ed by  churches or tem ­
ples and local com m unity projects. By far the m ost com m on activities in 
the Central and East European countries are ecological ones -  from  re­
cycling and cleaning up of parks, rivers, and public lands to reforestation 
in response to natural and m an-m ade disasters. Reforestation projects 
are critical in the form er Czechoslovakia (now the autonom ous Czech 
and Slovak Republics), where reliance on burning high sulfur coal for 
energy production has effectively destroyed half of the forests, a trend 
that is expected to continue for several years (Adam ova, 1993). "C lean  
the W orld" day is an annual event in Flungary, when adults and youth 
in com m unities com e together to clean up their neighborhoods. In the 
Czech Republic youth engage in collecting herbs and fruits that m ay be 
used as pharm aceuticals, and on sum m er holidays they help reconstruct 
and restore historical ruins, castles, and fortresses. Som e C zech youth 
also help to m onitor the disposal of w aste in  their local com m unities.

Cleanup days are also a popular activity in A ustralia, where an en­
vironm ental consciousness is prom ulgated in schools and com m unities. 
Individual initiative is often the im petus for such activities as the origins 
of "C lean  Up A ustralia" day attest (i.e., a local yachtsm an, appalled by 
the rubbish around Sydney H arbor, prom oted the concept). Now, vol­
unteers of all ages com e together yearly to clean up parks, beaches, riv­
ers, and Sydney Harbor. The A m erican youth in our study reported a 
high rate of involvem ent in one-tim e efforts such as w alkathons or bi- 
kathons to raise m oney for a wide range of causes such as com bating 
hunger or cancer. Those who engaged in volunteer w ork on a regular 
basis prim arily w orked w ith younger children, either reading to them, 
tutoring, coaching, or directing plays. N ationally, about 36%  of Sw edish 
youth are m em bers of som e governm ent-supported youth organization. 
The overriding goal of these groups is to keep youth occupied and out 
of trouble. Raising m oney to support these organizations is a com m on 
form  of the youth's voluntary effort. As we have already noted, there is 
little need for social aid w ithin Sw eden. H ow ever, relief efforts for 
nations ravaged by wars or by natural disasters and fund-raising for 
m edical research are outlets for those w ho seek out such involvem ent.
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Although it accounts for a sm aller percentage of youth activity in most 
of the countries, assistance for the disabled, elderly, poor, and hom eless 
and relief w ork for refugees are typical activities organized by religious 
groups. To return for a m om ent to the "socia l contract" m etaphor, it is 
w orth noting that, com pared to the ecological activities listed, this form  
of voluntary w ork affords a qualitatively different opportunity for youth 
developm ent. W hereas m ost of the ecological activities are group ori­
ented and focus on "o u r "  water, forests, and air -  resources and quality 
of life indicators that are com m on to everyone -  efforts to assist the 
needy or displaced m em bers of society tend to be individual acts of 
charity directed at others. These contrasts m ay be im portant distinctions 
in terms of the civic lessons learned in each type of activity and the 
function or m eaning of the activity w ithin the culture (Goodnow, 1996). 
The target or content of the activity, that is, protecting the environm ent 
or tutoring children, m ay be less im portant than w hether it is organized 
as a group or individual effort. Political goals are rarely accom plished 
by the efforts of a single individual, and youth m ay be m ore likely to 
learn political skills in activities that em phasize collective action.

Finally, in som e com m unities, local organizations offer opportunities 
for youth involvem ent. Exam ples are provided from  tw o countries. In 
the Czech Republic volunteer fire fighters, foresters, or am ateur theater 
groups operate in som e com m unities and youth can usually get in­
volved. In Australia, outlets for youth engagem ent can vary by the ecol­
ogy of the region. Youth m ay participate in the Bush Fire Brigades, 
com m on in rural areas during the summer. In coastal areas surf lifesav­
ing is a voluntary effort in  w hich prim arily teens are involved.

Roots of Citizenship in Seven Countries

Im portance of C ivic G oals

Is volunteering in the com m unity a developm ental precursor of civic 
engagem ent? O ur study was correlational so w e cannot answer this ques­
tion definitively. Yet am ple evidence from  other studies shows that in­
volvem ent in voluntary youth groups is related to civic engagem ent in 
adulthood. Furtherm ore, adolescence is a tim e for exploring interests, 
form ing personal com m itm ents, and m aking prelim inary decisions about 
the direction of one's life. W ith this in m ind, we thought it im portant to 
explore the relationship betw een adolescents' engagem ent in voluntary 
w ork and the concepts they were form ing of them selves and their future. 
Therefore, as part of our survey, adolescents were asked, w hen they 
thought about their life and their future, how  im portant it w as for them



to achieve various goals. A m ong the choice of goals were a set of civic 
com m itm ents such as contributing to their com m unities; contributing to 
their society and country; helping the less fortunate; preserving the earth 
and protecting the environm ent for future generations; doing som ething 
to protect anim als; com bating pollution; and being active in politics. Ta­
ble 7.2 show s the results for these questions for volunteers and nonvo­
lunteers in each country.

In term s of the hierarchy adolescents assigned to these goals, environ­
m ental objectives were at the top of the list -  far m ore im portant to the 
average adolescent than any other civic com m itm ents. N ext in overall 
im portance ratings was the adolescents' intentions to do som ething for 
their society and country, and to help the less fortunate, in  that order. 
Low er overall ratings were given to doing som ething to im prove their 
com m unities. Being active in politics w as rated least im portant, far below 
the other goals. The low im portance attached to political activism  is con­
sistent w ith other work, w hich show s that youth, especially from  
w orking-class fam ilies, are generally uninterested in politics (Bhavnani, 
1991; Bynner & A shford, 1994; Torney-Purta, 1990). A lthough we were 
not asking adolescents about being active in electoral politics, perhaps 
the word political is ju st too narrow ly construed in this way. Unfortu­
nately, because political activity is often conceived w ithin a partisan 
fram ework, voluntary work and other types of com m unity involvem ent 
tend to be ignored as opportunities for political activity and learning 
(Flanagan & Gallay, 1995; Sigel & H oskin, 1981). Furtherm ore, political 
action im plies a belief in one's ability to be an effective m em ber of the 
polity, a belief that social change is possible and that one's actions can 
im pact the political process (Cam pbell, Gurin, & M iller, 1954). The rel­
ative inexperience of adolescents in connecting political activity with 
group goals m ay be im plicated in their cynicism  about politics. In an­
other study, com paring how  late adolescents and young adults in Hun- 
gary perceived the dom ain o f politics, Josza et al. (cited in Keri, 1996) 
found that, w hereas young adults thought of it as som ething m alleable, 
adolescents felt that people could have little impact.

In contrast to the goal o f political activism , the im portance ratings for 
the other civic com m itm ents were all above the m idpoint, indicating that 
overall young people endorsed goals that w ent beyond a narrow notion 
of self-interest. How ever, there was a general decline in such com m it­
m ents betw een early and late adolescence, a trend that w as consistent 
across countries. This result converges w ith the trends in political cyni­
cism  we have reported in other work (Bowes, Chalm ers, & Flanagan,
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Table 7.2. Comparisons of the Civic Commitments of Volunteers with Nonvolunteers in Seven Countries

Helping the 
less
fortunate 
M (SD)

Being active 
in politics 
M (SD)

Helping my 
society /  country 
M (SD)

Improving my 
community 
M (SD)

Protecting the 
natural environment 
M (SD)

Australia
Volunteer 3.89 (.80)*** 2.46 (1.12) 3.65 (.72)** 3.57 (.75)*** 3.95 (.78)
Nonvolunteer 3.47 (.88) 2.34 (1.10) 3.41 (.83) 3.15 (.77) 3.85 (.84)

Sweden
Volunteer 3.50 (.84)*** 2.66 (1.04)* 3.48 (.77)** 3.09 (.87)* 3.97 (.79)
Nonvolunteer 3.10 (.89) 2.36 (1.06) 3.22 (.82) 2.84 (.85) 3.83 (.79)

U.S.A.
Volunteer 3.81 (.90)* 2.89 (1.14)** 3.65 (.83)*** 3.65 (.85)*** 3.64 (.86)
Non volunteer 3.58 (1.01) 2.58 (1.14) 3.38 (.92) 3.23 (.92) 3.57 (.85)

Bulgaria
Volunteer 3.81 (.75)*** 2.50 (.97) 3.81 (.76)*** 3.64 (.76)*** 4.21 (.62)***
Nonvolunteer 3.53 (.84) 2.42 (1.07) 3.58 (.82) 3.40 (.78) 3.97 (.68)

Czech Republic
Volunteer 3.65 (.69)*** 2.19 (.87) 3.74 (.67)*** 3.79 (.61)*** 4.21 (.61)***
Nonvolunteer 3.28 (.77) 2.11 (.83) 3.42 (.74) 3.44 (.70) 3.97 (.67)

Hungary
Volunteer 3.58 (.81)*** 2.06 (.92) 3.41 (.78)*** 3.33 (.68)*** 4.05 (.66)*
Nonvolunteer 3.22 (.90) 1.97 (.95) 3.23 (.84) 3.09 (.80) 3.92 (.74)

Russia
Volunteer 3.75 (.94)*** 2.34 (1.19) 3.98 (.86)*** 3.88 (.84)*** 4.38 (.73)***
Nonvolunteer 3.11 (1.07) 2.32 (1.20) 3.44 (1.02) 3.29 (1.01) 3.93 (.90)

Note: Results of ANOVAs. Means and standard deviations are presented for each country. All scales ranged from 1 =  not at all 
important to 5 =  very important.
*p <  .01, **p <  .001, ***/? <  .0001.



1996; Flanagan et a l ,  1996), and w e suggest several interpretations of 
this age-related decline in civic com m itm ents and parallel increase in 
cynicism . First, whereas younger adolescents may find it easier to think 
altruistically, older youth, approaching the end of their formal school 
years, m ay focus on issues of self-sufficiency, such as how they are going 
to earn m oney and support them selves. A lternatively, the decline in civic 
com m itm ents m ay be part of a larger developm ental trend. Between 
early and late adolescence, there is an increase in sociocentric awareness 
-  of the social order, of institutions, of the econom y (Adelson, 1972). W e 
believe that one of the costs of this expanded sociocentric awareness is 
a grow th in cynicism  as youth becom e aw are that the world is not a 
perfect place and leaders are not uniform ly benevolent. Sigel and H os­
kins (1981) contend that, after the m assive dose of indoctrination about 
the virtues of the polity and its leaders students get in civics and social 
studies classes, late adolescents m ay becom e cynical w hen faced with 
dissonant inform ation.
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Youth's C ivic Commitments across Countries

We turn next to a com parison betw een countries in the hierarchies of 
adolescents' civic com m itm ents. A s the results in Table 7.2 show, 
whereas environm ental goals were, overall, the highest priority of youth, 
Am ericans, on average, rated them  significantly low er than their peers 
in other countries. A dolescents in the four transitional polities (Bulgaria, 
the Czech Republic, H ungary, and Russia) seem ed to have a particularly 
strong com m itm ent to environm entalism . Com pared to youth in the sta­
ble dem ocracies, they gave higher ratings to stopping pollution, protect­
ing anim als, and preserving the earth for future generations. The role of 
environm ental m ovem ents in the political changes of Central and Eastern 
Europe and the salience of these activities as outlets for youth will be 
discussed in a subsequent section.

Com m itm ents to do som ething for the less fortunate were lower 
am ong Sw edish and Russian youth com pared to all others. The low rat­
ings of the Russians are hard to explain but m ay reflect the lack of em ­
phasis on charity in the society. They m ay also reflect the im pact of the 
devastating econom ic decline of Russia during transition. In effect, Rus­
sian youth m ay be too busy surviving to help their neighbors. The low 
ratings of the Sw edes are less surprising, given the relative absence of 
less fortunate people in a society w ith a strong com m itm ent to equality 
and a high average standard of living. Com pared to their peers in the



149

other countries, the Sw edes rated doing som ething for their society and 
m aking a contribution to their local com m unities as less im portant goals 
as well. Perhaps our indicators of civic com m itm ents were too internally 
focused in the sense of asking youth about their ow n societies. In a so­
ciety where the state ensures the general w elfare, the civic com m itm ents 
of youth may be better tapped w ith m easures of global rather than local 
concerns. Finally, although being politically active was low overall, 
A m erican youth were m ore likely than any other group of adolescents 
to endorse this goal.

Roots of Citizenship in Seven Countries

Comparisons of Volunteers with Non volunteers

Turning next to com parisons betw een those youth who volunteered and 
their com patriots who did not, the results in Table 7.2 show  that com ­
m unity volunteer w ork w as consistently and significantly associated 
w ith three m easures of civic com m itm ent. The pattern w as the sam e in 
each country: That is, com pared to their com patriots who did not vol­
unteer, those who did attached a greater personal im portance to (1) 
working to im prove their com m unities, (2) helping the less fortunate, 
and (3) doing som ething to help their country and society.

As noted earlier, the environm ental goals were m ore im portant overall 
in the transitional societies. W ithin those societies it w as the volunteers 
who were m ost com m itted to such goals; that finding is not surprising 
in light of the ecological em phasis of their voluntary work, for example, 
cleaning up rivers, reforesting, and m onitoring the disposal of waste. 
Apparently, environm ental consciousness w as associated w ith such ac­
tivity since these youth, m ore than any others in the study, tended to 
think of them selves as stew ards of the earth.

The environm ental aw areness and activities of youth m ay be an off­
shoot of the prom inent role that ecological m ovem ents in these countries 
played in fostering political change and in developing constructive, dem ­
ocratic m ethods of protest (Fisher, 1993; Jancar-W ebster, 1993; Persanyi, 
1993). The environm ent provided a perfect sym bol to garner public sup­
port for overthrow ing the old regim es. N ot only w as its deterioration 
sym bolic of the m yopic planning behind m uch of the Soviet press for 
industrialization, but the polluted air and w ater w ere a cost that every­
one bore equally. Furtherm ore, in a context w here political parties were 
banned, these causes w ere attractive because political issues could be 
raised in w hat was arguably an apolitical fram ew ork, a context that oth­
ers have referred to as a safe public talking-space (Jancar-W ebster, 1993).



One can point to environm ental actions prior to 1990 in each of the 
Central and Eastern European countries that ultim ately led to the demise 
of the old regimes. In 1989 public dem onstrations protesting the low 
quality of air and w ater engaged w hole fam ilies in Czechoslovakia. In 
O ctober 1988, 40,000 dem onstrated in Budapest against plans to dam  the 
Danube River. Pollution of the Danube from  chem ical plants in Romania 
w as a focus of protest m ovem ents in Bulgaria, and som e scholars con­
tend that im prisonm ent of som e leaders of those m ovem ents ultim ately 
led to the fall of the Zhivkov regim e (Jancar-W ebster, 1993). Since the 
early 1990s, w hen the political objectives of overthrow ing the old regim es 
w ere met, m uch of the vitality and m em bership in these m ovem ents has 
waned (Jancar-W ebster, 1993) and som e of the environm ental goals of 
these m ovem ents m ay be sacrificed to m arket pressures.
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Conclusion

The social contract study focuses on the fact that, in the course of grow ­
ing up, children develop an understanding about the bargain that in­
heres betw een people and the polity that m ake their society "w o rk ."  One 
im portant w ay that dem ocratic polities "w o rk "  is that people becom e 
engaged in defining them  and in creating the social glue that holds them  
together. The stability o f political regim es depends on such com m itm ents 
to the com m onw ealth, and in the tw enty-first century the voluntary sec­
tor is expected to play an increasingly prom inent role in building civil 
societies and stabilizing polities. A s part of the third sector, w hat Rifkin 
(1995) refers to as the "socia l econom y," it is likely to com pensate for 
the private (market) and public (governm ent) sectors' failures and will 
also provide an arena w here, collectively, people can bring political pres­
sures to bear on those sectors.

In this chapter we have argued that voluntary w ork is an opportunity 
through w hich the next generation can develop a sense of m em bership 
in the polity. A t a tim e w hen they are considering who they are and 
where they are headed, exposure to others' perspectives, to social con­
ditions and social groups w ith  w hich they m ay not be fam iliar, can be a 
m eans for enlarging an adolescent's com m unity of relationships and con­
cerns. Aristotle defined the polis as, above all, a netw ork of friends pur­
suing a com m on good. The voluntary sector provides an opportunity for 
young people to step beyond the boundaries of their fam iliar surround­
ings and see the com m on good in broadened perspective.

Cross-cultural studies provide a unique w indow  for understanding an
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activity such as volunteer w ork. According to Goodnow (1996), by look­
ing at the form  and the function of activities across cultures, we gain a 
better understanding of the role those activities play in hum an devel­
opm ent. The results of this study suggest that the activity of voluntary 
service assum es som ew hat different form s across countries, in some 
cases focusing on environm ental concerns and in others em phasizing 
service to the needy. There seem s to be a universal function of service 
in fostering a civic ethic and integrating youth into the broader polity. 
At the sam e time, service m ay have specific functions or m eanings within 
cultural or historical contexts. For exam ple, in the U nited States, it con­
notes charitable work that com pensates for the shortfalls of the private 
and public sectors. In contrast, during the Soviet era in the Central and 
East European countries, the voluntary sector functioned as one of the 
few "free  spaces" (Evans & Boyte, 1992) for expressing political oppo­
sition.

Across countries, voluntary youth organizations are one of the prim ary 
avenues through which young people engage in service. Because these 
groups play a unique role in stabilizing polities by developing diffuse 
support am ong the younger generation, w e turn to a brief discussion of 
these organizations. H istorically, youth organizations from  the Scouts to 
4-H  to Young Pioneers have shared a com m on m ission in fostering the 
character of the next generation of citizens. By providing structured out­
lets for leisure tim e under the guidance of adults, such groups integrate 
young people into the norm s and m ores of the broader society. Although 
these organizations tend to attract conform ists rather than rebels, longi­
tudinal studies of A m erican youth suggest that, because they provide a 
reference group with prosocial values, voluntary youth groups other 
than sports teams may inculcate a resistance to delinquency (Larson, 
1992).

Besides encouraging constructive prosocial norm s, youth organiza­
tions stabilize political and social system s either overtly by em phasizing 
specific ideological com m itm ents or m ore subtly by com m unicating an 
affinity w ith the nation (H arber, 1991; Yogev & Shapira, 1990). In this 
chapter we have alluded to the political agendas of the Young Pioneer 
and Com som ol organizations. But even supposedly apolitical groups 
serve social and political agendas by com m unicating the ethos under­
lying the society's social contract or, conversely, by providing a context 
where alternative perspectives can be aired. For exam ple, in the early 
tw entieth century, the Boy Scouts provided a counterbalance to w hat 
som e perceived as the softening effects that urbanization and white-

Roots of Citizenship in Seven Countries



collar w ork were having on traditional m ale roles (Hantover, 1978; Mac- 
leod, 1983). In a sim ilar vein, debates in som e contem porary 4-H groups 
in the United States point to a clash betw een those who want youth to 
appreciate the principles of free enterprise and those who would rather 
the organization prom ote dem ocratic principles and social tolerance as 
values for youth (M eredith, 1996).

Politics, according to Easton (1990), is the authoritative distribution of 
values. But politics is also contested ground. The voluntary sector pro­
vides a context in w hich youth can explore the com peting principles that 
are the foundation of their social order and decide for them selves which 
they stand for or against. W e have discussed voluntary work as an op­
portunity for the social integration of youth -  enabling them to be con­
tributors to and feel like an integral part of their com m unities, and to 
“buy in to " the norm s and values of those com m unities. To the extent 
that voluntary work gives youth a voice, encourages them  to discuss and 
even question the conditions of the “ social contract,“ it can be a force 
not only for social stability but also for social change.
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