
No society can long sustain itself unless its 

members have learned the sensitivities, 

motivations, and skills involved in assisting and 

caring for other human beings.

Urie Bronfenbrenner
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Groundwork
WHAT IS SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 

AND CIVIC ACTION



Social Responsibility

—Sense of obligation to others 

and concern for the common 

good

—Associated with more frequent 

civic behaviors [Alisat et al., 2014; Pancer, 2004; 

Pratt et al., 2003; Straub, 1991]

—Social and cognitive 

development in adolescence 

allows for more sophisticated 

and other-oriented thinking 
[Eisenberg et al., 1999; Smetana & Villalobos, 2009; Zimmer-

Gembeck & Collins, 2003]
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There is a normative

DECLINE in SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY
in early and middle adolescence
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Civic Action

—Political and prosocial 

behaviors intended to 

contribute to the community 

and society

— Includes a diverse range of 

behaviors varying in focus, 

effort, and commitment



Relationships
A CRITICAL PIECE





Programs don’t change kids, relationships do.

Bill  Milliken
Founder, Communities in Schools



Developmental 

Relationships

—Close connections through 

which young people discover 

who they are, gain abilities to 

shape their own lives, and 

learn how to interact with and 

contribute to the world

—Five Core Elements:

• Express Care

• Challenge Growth

• Provide Support

• Share Power

• Expand Possibilities



Kids in high-stress families with

DEVELOPMENTAL RELATIONSHIPS are

17 times
more likely than peers who don’t to

report high levels of

helping
behavior

Photo by Shalom de León on Unsplash SOURCE: Search Institute



9 times

Kids in high-stress families with

DEVELOPMENTAL RELATIONSHIPS are

more likely than peers who don’t to

report high levels of

purpose

Photo by Smart on UnsplashSOURCE: Search Institute



Kids in high-stress families with

DEVELOPMENTAL RELATIONSHIPS are

13 times
more likely than peers who don’t to

report high levels of

perseverance

Photo by Ryan Hefner on Unsplash

SOURCE: Search Institute



5 times

Kids in high-stress families with

DEVELOPMENTAL RELATIONSHIPS are

more likely than peers who don’t to

report high levels of

Photo by rawpixel on Unsplash

social
responsibility

SOURCE: Search Institute



Strong Youth-Leader 

Relationships

—Conservation Leadership

—Community Identity

—Social Responsibility

—Ability to Work across Differences

SOURCE: Syvertsen, Wu, Sullivan, & Scales (2018). Under review. 



Responsibility 3.72

4.44

Decision Making Skills 3.37

4.14

Social-Emotional Skills 3.53

4.32

Caring 3.76

4.39

0 5

EACH ADDITIONAL
DEVELOPMENTAL RELATIONSHIP

IS LINKED TO STATISTICALLY 

SIGNIFICANT HIGHER LEVELS OF:



Strategies
TO TRY

Practices &



Connect with Sparks

Photo by Warren Wong on Unsplash

— Interests they are passionate 

about that give them energy, 

joy, purpose, and direction

—Help kids make the conceptual 

connection between their 

spark and larger social causes 

or issues

— Identify service opportunities 

that use kids’ skills and 

expertise



Practice Skills and 

Provide Support

—How to express an opinion that 

another person might disagree 

with

—Art of compromise and 

persuasion

—How to use and channel 

emotions to drive commitment 

and change

—Leadership and teamwork

—Systems navigation

—Advocacy



Discuss Civic Issues

What We Talk About

—Politics

—National/local current events

—Problems facing our community

— Injustice

How We Talk About It

—Safe

—Open

—Supportive (verbal, nonverbal)

—Respectful



OF YOUTH REPORT HAVING

CIVIC DISCUSSIONS
with their parents often.

ONLY



Create Opportunities

—Specific Civic Skill-Building 

Activities

—Volunteer Opportunities

—Organized Activities



Invite candidates 
running for local 

offices to sit down 
with students and 
answer questions

Have a group of 
youth identify a 
cause they think is 
important, then 
help them make 
and execute an 
action plan

Organize volunteer 

opportunities where 

youth can connect 

with people who 

look/live differently 

than they do

Invite them to tag

along to the polls, 

community forums, 

and political 

activities



Create Opportunities: 

Organized Activities

— Build community [Hansen et al., 2003]

— Increase responsibility                   
[Larson & Rusk, 2011; Salusky et al., 2014]

— Develop initiative and agency     
[Larson & Angus, 2011; Scales et al., 2011; Shernoff, 2013]

— Explore identity [Youniss & Yates, 1997]

— Longitudinal empirical links to:

• Volunteering [Gardner et al., 2008; Hart et al., 2007]

• Political behavior [Fredricks & Eccles, 2006]

• Civic values and attitudes [Denault & 

Poulin, 2009]



Create Opportunities: 

Organized Activities

— Quality trumps quantity

— Rich developmental experiences

• Nurture Sparks and Growth

• Strong Relationships

• Political Discussions
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