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Abstract 

Youth-led Participatory Action Research (YPAR) is a theoretical-methodological approach that 

has been designed to promote positive development (e.g., well-being and health, social-

emotional and cognitive development, academic or career advancement) and civic engagement 

among young people. Although YPAR holds particular promise, there has been little systematic 

assessment of its effects. Moreover, no study has investigated the role of YPAR in the promotion 

of active citizenship. We report on an effectiveness evaluation of a YPAR project designed to 

promote European active citizenship (i.e., identification and attitudes toward a political entity, 

institutional trust, participation, and political alienation) and social well-being among 

adolescents. Our sample included 69 Italian high school students (35 in the intervention group; 

34 in the control group). We evaluated the impact of YPAR using a pretest-posttest control group 

design and fitting the generalized estimating equations procedure. The results showed that 

participants in the intervention group reported increased scores on social well-being, institutional 

trust, and participation and decreased scores on political alienation compared to the control 

group. We found no significant effects for identification as European and attitudes toward a 

political entity. Findings support the benefits of YPAR in terms of social well-being and active 

citizenship.  

Keywords: participatory action research, youth, high school students, intervention, active 

citizenship, Europe 
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Evaluation of an Active Citizenship Intervention Based on Youth-Led Participatory Action 

Research  

In this paper we focus on Youth-Led Participatory Action Research (YPAR), a 

theoretical-methodological approach used in developmental, educational, public health and 

community psychology to enhance young people empowerment and civic engagement as well as 

positive youth development (Anyon, Bender, Kennedy, & Dechants, 2018; Ozer, 2017; 

Rodriguez & Brown, 2009). Indeed, Eccles and Gootman (2002) provided strong theoretical 

rationale that YPAR could improve positive youth development. YPAR is a form of community-

based participatory research in which young people are trained to identify and analyze (through 

research) issues relevant to their lives, report to relevant stakeholders, and advocate for solutions 

or influence policies and decisions (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; London, Zimmerman, & Erbstein, 

2003; Ozer, 2017; Rodriguez & Brown, 2009). Ozer and Douglas (2015) identified several core 

processes and key features of YPAR. Core processes of YPAR include youth-adult partnerships 

with the aim of identifying social issues and conducting research to investigate their nature, the 

practice of critical reflection and discussing strategies for social change, and building of 

supportive networks and alliances with stakeholders. In addition, according to Ozer, Ritterman, 

and Wanis (2010, p. 153), key features of a YPAR involve “an emphasis on promoting youth’s 

sense of ownership and control over the process, and promoting the social and political 

engagement of youth and their allies to help address problems identified in the research.” 

Evaluation of the Effects of YPAR 

In view of their characteristics, YPAR projects offer developmental opportunities for 

youth and, therefore, may well promise success in fostering positive development and civic 

engagement within schools and communities. However, as argued by Ozer (2017) there is, as 
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yet, small empirical literature assessing the developmental benefits of YPAR projects for young 

people (Jacquez, Vaughn, & Wagner, 2013; Ozer, 2017). Three reviews of youth participatory 

action research found some evidence that participation in YPAR was associated with 

improvements in health and well-being, agency and leadership, social-emotional, interpersonal, 

and cognitive development, academic or career outcomes, connectedness with community, and 

critical consciousness (Anyon et al., 2018; Jacquez et al., 2013; Shamrova & Cummings, 2017). 

In part due to the difficulties of arranging complex YPAR projects in controlled settings, only 

few published studies have evaluated the benefits of YPAR using a standard quasi-experimental 

approach including a control group, using in most cases other types of methods such as 

qualitative participatory evaluation research (Anyon et al., 2018; Ozer, 2017). A control group is 

important to draw strong inferences about the benefits from the participation in YPAR projects1. 

Indeed, in their systematic review of YPAR, Anyon et al. (2018, p. 875) concluded as follows: 

“practitioners need to be open to evaluation designs that involve a comparison group of youth 

who are not participating in the program.” The benefits of a systematic assessment are numerous. 

At the most fundamental level, a systematic assessment of YPAR helps scientists and 

practitioners identify the strengths and weaknesses of such intervention, develop 

recommendations and lessons learned, and highlight future challenges and directions.  

To our knowledge, only a few studies used a control group of youth who did not 

participate in YPAR. Specifically, these studies revealed that, compared to a control group, 

youth who participated in YPAR reported benefits in terms of social influence, perceived 

 

 
1 In response to an anonymous reviewer’s comment, here we do not argue that the use of a control group is the only 

way to draw strong inferences about the benefits from YPAR. More important, we want to make clear that we are 

not devaluating previous scholarship that did not use a control group. Indeed, there are different research methods 

and designs that are important and can offer significant understanding of intervention benefits. 
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control, empathy, and self-efficacy for protection of family (Wallerstein, Sanchez, & Velarde, 

2004), reductions in marijuana use (Berg, Coman, & Schensul, 2009), psychological 

empowerment (Ozer & Douglas, 2013). Finally, a recent study evaluated the effectiveness of the 

Youth Empowerment Solutions program which shares similar features with YPAR (Zimmerman 

et al., 2018). Results showed that young people who could be involved in more activities and 

were able to experience more components of the curriculum reported less antisocial outcomes 

and more prosocial outcomes and psychological empowerment than youth included in the control 

condition receiving fewer of the intervention components. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that YPAR represents a promising approach to 

produce change on a set of skills and outcomes related to youth development and well-being as 

well as the development of civic engagement. However, more research is needed to answer 

questions about the magnitude of change in the expected developmental outcomes produced by 

YPAR projects. Moreover, to our knowledge, the published studies that have included a control 

group in their evaluation of YPAR were conducted in North America. Research is needed in 

other cultural settings such as the European countries.  

Goals of the Present Study 

The goal of the present study was to evaluate the impact of a two-years active citizenship 

intervention based on YPAR on Italian high school students. Our research sought to address two 

major gaps in the literature: (1) to evaluate the impact of YPAR intervention using a control 

group in a context outside of North America and (2) to design a YPAR intervention to 

prospectively address active citizenship in the EU given the current political context. While we 

have already pointed out the need to document the effect of YPAR using a control group in 
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European countries, in this paragraph we want to discuss the importance of using YPAR to 

address active citizenship in the EU. 

The notion of active citizenship has been introduced some decades ago (Bee, 2017; Crick 

& Lockyer, 2010; Hoskins & Mascherini, 2009; Motti-Stefanidi & Cicognani, 2018; Ross, 2007; 

Stevenson, Dixon, Hopkins, & Luyt, 2015) and has inspired youth policies and youth citizenship 

education initiatives. The construct of active citizenship is part of a much larger strand of 

research into civic engagement and participation (Barrett & Zani, 2015; Heggart, 2015; 

Pospieszna & Galus, 2018; Sherrod, Torney-Purta, & Flanagan, 2010). Moreover, there is 

evidence that suggests a link between adolescents’ and adults’ civic engagement and 

participation (Campbell, 2008; Stevenson et al., 2015). Hoskins and Mascherini (2009, p. 462) 

defined active citizenship as follows: “Participation in civil society, community and/or political 

life, characterized by mutual respect and non-violence and in accordance with human rights and 

democracy.” This definition and its conceptual model have been widely used, also because it 

made a significant effort to develop indicators to facilitate comparisons across EU countries. 

However, it has been also criticized for its normative and value-based assumptions (e.g. about 

who is a “good EU citizen” and his/her expected forms of democratic participation) that might 

fail to capture the full variety of forms of social and political engagement, including the critical 

ones, that young people (may) use to voice expectations and concerns.  

In the present study, we use a definition of adolescent active European citizenship “that 

encompasses two interrelated dimensions: while psychological citizenship refers to one’s 

cognitive and affective ties to some political community, participatory practices refer to one’s 

active involvement within this community (Šerek & Jugert, 2018, p. 303). Specifically, the 

perspective that guided the current intervention considers active citizenship as including a set of 
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interrelated components and dimensions, such as participation in social and political life, and 

psychological orientations like positive attitudes and identification with political institutions, 

feelings of efficacy and competence in engaging with social and political issues (e.g., low 

political alienation), and institutional trust (Antonini, Hogg, Mannetti, Barbieri, & Wagoner, 

2015; Henn & Foard, 2012; Motti-Stefanidi & Cicognani, 2018; Šerek & Jugert, 2018; Sindic, 

2011; Theiss-Morse, 1993). Such dimensions of active citizenship are of great importance since 

a sense of transnational political identity that transcends national boundaries is an important 

prerequisite for the process of European integration (Fuchs & Klingemann, 2011; Medrano & 

Gutiérrez, 2001; Postelnicescu, 2016; Stoeckel, 2016). Indeed, the European project and idea 

(i.e., the establishment of a truly European community) are increasingly threatened by the rise of 

nationalistic parties and leaders that express strong anti-European sentiment and desire to shift 

power back to the nation states (Postelnicescu, 2016). Given the socio-cultural context in the 

European Union (EU), we believe that a definition of active EU citizenship should include 

attitudes and institutional trust toward the EU, consistent with the notion of “active citizenship” 

(e.g., Barrett & Zani, 2015; Hoskins & Mascherini, 2009; Motti-Stefanidi & Cicognani, 2018; 

Ross, 2007; Šerek & Jugert, 2018). 

Trust is also conceptualized as related to community involvement and political 

participation (Antonini et al., 2015; Boeckmann & Tyler, 2002; Henn & Foard, 2012). Civic and 

political participation in a community is a core aspect of active citizenship (e.g., Barrett & Zani, 

2015; Hoskins & Mascherini, 2009; Motti-Stefanidi & Cicognani, 2018; Ross, 2007; Šerek & 

Jugert, 2018). The EU can be seen as an example of community including member states. 

Therefore, we have included attitudes, trust and civic and political participation as indicators of 

EU active citizenship.  
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Among the indicators of EU active citizenship, we have chosen identification as 

European because conceptions of citizenship and participation relate to that of identities 

(Antonini et al., 2015) and this is especially true in the case of European identity and citizenship 

(Ross, 2007). The Treaty of Maastricht introduced the notion of ‘a citizenship of the Union’, a 

form of supranational identity. This supranational nationality, paralleling a multiple identity, 

allows European citizens to identify with both the EU and their own national state (Landberg et 

al., 2018). Therefore, a definition of EU active citizenship should also consider identification as 

European. Finally, conceptualizations of active citizenship focus on alienation and apathy as 

factors that inhibit citizen participation, in particular among youth (Henn & Weinstein, 2006; 

Marsh, O’Toole, & Jones, 2007; Motti-Stefanidi & Cicognani, 2018; Newell & Davis, 1988; 

Sindic, 2011; Theiss-Morse, 1993; Tilly, 2007). Therefore, we have included political alienation 

among the aspects that feature active citizenship.  

A YPAR project promotes processes that are psychologically and politically empowering 

(Ozer, 2017) and, as such, is considered a useful approach to promote well-being (e.g., Christens, 

2012; Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2005; Molix & Bettencourt, 2010; Smith, Beck, Bernstein, & 

Dashtguard, 2014). In addition, YPAR has been conceptualized as “an innovative, equity-

focused approach for promoting adolescent health and well-being” (Ozer, 2017, p. 173). Indeed, 

YPAR interventions are expected to enhance active citizenship dimensions and to contribute also 

to positive youth developmental outcomes such as social well-being (Anyon et al., 2018; Jacquez 

et al., 2013; Shamrova & Cummings, 2017). Therefore, we have chosen well-being among the 

youth-level outcomes of YPAR. Specifically, we have chosen social well-being (Keyes, 1998, 

2004) because it includes aspects such as the perception of membership to a community, of 

mattering to other people, trust in people generally and a positive view of the broader society. 
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These aspects that define the experience of social well-being are particularly relevant for our 

intervention aimed at fostering active citizenship. 

Our main focus was on the investigation of the effectiveness of YPAR in enhancing 

active citizenship and social well-being. Specifically, we were interested in a set of outcomes 

that reflect active citizenship at the EU level: identification as European, institutional trust, 

political alienation, participation at the EU level, and attitudes toward the EU. These outcomes 

were chosen because the YPAR that we have developed was focused on the European level. Our 

hypotheses were that participation in our citizenship intervention based on YPAR would be 

associated with increased levels of European active citizenship indicators and social well-being.  

There is evidence of differences in participation (e.g., civic engagement) between ethnic 

majority and minority groups2 among Italian youth (e.g., Cicognani, Albanesi, Mazzoni, Prati, & 

Zani, 2016). Therefore, ethnicity may relate to active citizenship. To account for any effects of 

ethnicity on active citizenship, comparisons were made between the intervention and control 

groups for ethnicity and socioeconomic status in addition to sex and age.  

Method 

Intervention Program 

We have rooted our active citizenship intervention based on YPAR in the theories of 

sociopolitical development and empowerment (Wallerstein et al., 2004; Zimmerman, 2000; 

Zimmerman, Stewart, Morrel-Samuels, Franzen, & Reischl, 2010) as well as the theory of Freire 

(1970) about the banking and problem posing concept of education. Moreover, we based our 

intervention on the principles of youth-adult partnerships as a strategy to build knowledge by 

 

 
2 We recognize that mean differences in civic participation is more nuanced than just minority and majority groups; 

however, the discussion is out of the scope of this article. 
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selecting, researching, and addressing social issues (Anyon et al., 2018). We developed and 

implemented a small-scale YPAR intervention in an Italian high school. The aim of this 

intervention was to involve students in a practical experience of participatory action research 

focusing on concrete social issues that young people identified as relevant in their own lives and 

for other people in their local community and having a European dimension (e.g., that could be 

experienced as relevant also by people in other countries). Indeed, the intervention also aimed at 

involving young people in elaborating possible strategies to address the selected issues, either 

individually or collectively, by eliciting solutions from political institutions. 

Consistent with the YPAR premises, the role of adult facilitators was played by two 

teachers with the supervision of community psychologists. Students decided the topic and the 

methods to collect data to be used; they also decided how to share the data with the local 

community. The adults that were working with students were teachers and community 

psychologists who are very familiar with YPAR methodology. Teachers received training on the 

YPAR method and principles, in two days of international workshops where they were also 

provided some guidelines with practical examples and references. The adults supported the 

participants to proceed through the process, but the responsibility for the students’ work at each 

stage was basically in their own hands. In more concrete terms, the intervention, which lasted 

two years, was integrated with regular curricular activities. Such intervention was part of the 

activities of a work-based learning in Italy that is named ‘Alternanza Scuola lavoro’ — school–

work alternation (Indire, 2019)— which is mandatory for all students in Italian high schools. 

This choice allowed us to dedicate about 100 hours of work for each year, for a total of around 

200 hours for the whole intervention. Participants in the control group were enrolled in 
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educational courses that integrated the school curriculum with the workplace within the 

framework of the school-work alternation. 

The first year of the intervention started in October 2016 and lasted till April 2017, while 

the second year lasted from October 2017 to May 2018. In the first year, students were involved 

in YPAR in the phases of identifying social issues located in their community, mapping and 

understanding the social issues, sharing findings with stakeholders in their local community and 

with students and researchers at international level (at the H2020 project’s conference).  

During the first year of the intervention, participants 

(1) detected some significant social issues in their local community;  

(2) mapped social issues based on their personal interest and the concrete opportunities to 

conduct an interesting and original research; 

(3) identified four issues at local level: poverty, immigration, environmental issues, and 

drug abuse;  

(4) attended courses on the web and bibliographic research and on videos production;  

(5) collected both qualitative and quantitative data about each social issue (i.e., face-to-

face interviews, questionnaires, and on-site visits);  

(6) contacted representatives of local organizations addressing the selected social issues;  

(7) worked on report and presentations;  

(8) presented their work and their findings (presentation, documents, and audio-visual 

materials) at the first international conference of the project as well as in a public meeting with 

the local community.  

After the first year, a phase of reflection allowed students to understand how the social 

issues identified at local level could be addressed on a transnational level, specifically on 
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European level. This phase of the intervention emphasized the social role of the EU in 

participants’ everyday life and enhanced participants’ active political and social engagement at 

the EU level. This phase allowed participants to increase their critical awareness of the role the 

EU plays or potentially could play, in addressing social issues located in their community. For 

instance, participants developed a critical awareness of the efforts of the EU in promoting 

common migration policies as well as in dealing with illegal migration. We should also consider 

that the social role of the EU in their everyday life in addressing the social issues has been a 

central part of the activities of the second year. 

In the second year, to support students’ reflection, students participated in the phases of 

mapping and understanding the social issues at EU level, developing proposals for EU 

institutions and sharing proposals with representatives of institutions, international students, and 

teachers. Specifically, participants: 

(1) developed a critical awareness of the structure and the functioning of European 

institutions with the guidance of adult facilitators such as European professors of the H2020 

consortium as well as an Italian representative of the European Parliament;  

(2) collected data at the European level by contacting representatives of European 

institutions regarding the specific issue to shift the focus to the European level. An online 

platform was prepared to share research material between students and discuss the different 

perspectives on social issues with students coming from other countries;  

(3) contacted EU organizations and representatives to manage how to address the social 

issue at EU level with the support of the teachers and researchers;  

(4) provided ideas for intervention/solution for the EU institutions;  



Running head: EVALUATING AN ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP YPAR                                 13 

 

(5) attended as main protagonists the H2020 project final conference in Brussels to share 

and discuss their proposals with representatives of the EU institutions, by interacting with 

politicians, public officials, and peers from other European countries. 

Measures 

We administered a questionnaire including measures of active citizenship at the EU level 

and social well-being. The questionnaire sought also to obtain background information (e.g., 

gender and age) about participants. Before doing the analyses, we checked the unidimensionality 

of the following scales using factor analysis (results are also available upon request from the first 

author). 

Identification as European. We used a three-item scale of identification as European 

derived from previous research among youth populations (e.g., Mazzoni et al., 2018; Prati, 

Cicognani, & Mazzoni, 2019): “I feel strong ties toward Europe,” “Being European gives me 

self-confidence,” and “I am proud to be European.” Response options ranged from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Good internal consistency was found both at pre-test (α = .79) 

and post-test (α = .83). 

Attitudes toward the EU. We used a semantic differential scale derived from previous 

research among youth populations (e.g., Prati et al., 2019). We asked participants to choose 

where their position lies concerning the EU, on a scale of five points, between each of the 

following bipolar adjectives: competent/incompetent, efficient/inefficient, warm/cold, 

friendly/unfriendly, just/unjust, and fair/unfair. Cronbach’s alpha was acceptable both at pre-test 

(α = .78) and post-test (α = .66). 

Political alienation. We used four items (e.g., “It does not matter who wins the European 

elections, the interests of ordinary people do not matter” and “People like me do not have 
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opportunities to influence the decisions of the European Union”) derived from previous research 

among youth populations (e.g., Dahl et al., 2018; Parksepp, 2017). Each item was scored on a 5-

point scale using anchors of 1: Strongly disagree and 5: Strongly agree. Cronbach’s alpha was 

satisfactory both at pre-test (α = .80) and post-test (α = .82). 

Institutional trust. We used a two-item scale of institutional trust derived from a previous 

study involving young people (Dahl et al., 2018). We asked respondents to indicate how much 

they agree or disagree with the two items representing trust toward political institutions (e.g., I 

trust the European Union). Response options ranged from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly 

agree). The Spearman-Brown coefficient was .70 at pre-test and .57 at post-test. 

Participation at EU level. We used the Civic and Political Participation scale (CPP scale; 

Enchikova et al., 2019). This scale has been deemed valid for use among youth populations 

(Enchikova et al., 2019). The CPP scale includes 18 questions that cover conventional and non-

conventional types of civic and political participation at the EU level, such as political actions, 

protest activities, economic actions, civic volunteering, expression of personal opinion offline 

and online. The questions included two response categories: No (coded as 0) and Yes (coded as 

1). We summarized items to create an indicator of civic and political participation. Kuder-

Richardson 20 (KR20) coefficient of reliability was .68 at pre-test and .91 at post-test. 

Social well-being. We used the social well-being scale (Keyes, 1998; Keyes et al., 2008; 

Petrillo, Capone, Caso, & Keyes, 2015). The social well-being scale has been deemed valid for 

use among youth populations (Cicognani et al., 2008). It should be noted that we dropped one 

(i.e., “That you had something important to contribute to society”) of the five items from the 

social well-being scale because it represents the construct definition for social contribution which 

is closely related to political alienation. To avoid the risk of multicollinearity, we excluded this 
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item. Response options ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Results suggest 

that the scale was satisfactorily internally consistent both at pre-test (α = .78) and post-test (α = 

.81). 

Procedure and Participants 

We obtained ethical approval from the Ethics Committee of our Institution. Written 

informed consent was obtained from both the participants and the parents or guardians of 

participants. Researchers contacted the Principal of one public high school located in the north of 

Italy. The Principal agreed to involve students from the school in this intervention and identified 

four classes in the 10th/11th grade which were similar in terms of school curriculum and number 

of students. The rationale behind this choice was that the same students were still at school at the 

end of the two-year intervention. Concerning the selection of the control classes, the principal 

was given the following criteria: a comparable class in terms of age, gender and number of 

students (and similar concerning overall performance, meaning that the control classes should 

not stand out both in positive and negative terms regarding performance, behavioral problems, 

etc.). The teachers were selected among those who were teaching in the intervention group. 

Criteria for selection were the following: having sufficient fluency in English and not being 

involved in another mobility program with their classes. The school is usually involved in 

three/four international projects per school year (e.g., Erasmus+ EU program), involving both 

students and teachers. The two teachers that matched the criteria for selection were approached 

by the Principal and they agreed to participate in the project.  

Participants in both control and intervention groups were asked to fill out the same 

questionnaire before the intervention (at the beginning of the first year) and at the end of the 

intervention (at the end of the second year). The intervention group was involved in a citizenship 
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intervention based on YPAR and the control group students attended regular school activities 

during the same time. 

At baseline, participants in intervention and control groups were comparable in sex [χ2 (1, 

N = 89) = 0.11, p >.05], age [F(1, 88) = 0.07, p >.05], socioeconomic status [F(1, 87) = 2.06, p 

>.05], and ethnicity [χ2 (1, N = 89) = 1.70, p >.05]. Due to school dropouts (independent of the 

project), and absences from school during the administration of the questionnaire, 20 responses 

were excluded from the study. The number of cases that were eligible for the longitudinal 

quantitative evaluation (i.e., that completed both assessments) were 69. The students who 

completed both assessments did not differ from the ones who completed one questionnaire in sex 

[χ2 (1, N = 89) = 4.15, p >.05], age [F(1, 88) = 0.08, p >.05], socioeconomic status [F(1, 87) = 

1.10, p >.05], and ethnicity [χ2 (1, N = 89) = 4.15, p >.05]. Moreover, using analysis of variance 

for multiple dependent variables, there were no significant differences between those who 

dropped out and those who participated in social well-being [F(1, 87) = 0.04, p >.05], 

identification as European [F(1, 87) = 3.62, p >.05], attitudes toward the EU [F(1, 87) = 1.81, p 

>.05], political alienation [F(1, 87) = 0.57, p >.05], institutional trust [F(1, 87) = 0.00, p >.05], 

and participation at EU level [F(1, 87) = 0.19, p >.05].  

The final sample included 69 adolescents (35 in the intervention group; 34 in the control 

group). The overall sample was 49% female and 51% male with an average age at pre-test of 

15.74 years (SD = 0.50) and a range from 15 to 17. Thirteen percent of the sample belonged to a 

national/ethnic minority. In terms of demographic characteristics and socio-economic 

background, participants were similar to other contexts within Italy. 

Statistical Analysis 
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The effect of this specific active citizenship intervention based on YPAR was assessed 

with a pretest-posttest control group design. To compare changes in the two groups over time, 

we fitted a generalized estimating equations procedure which extends the generalized linear 

model to allow for analysis of repeated measurements. The generalized estimating equations 

address at the time of analysis the fact that repeated measurements tend to be correlated with one 

another and deals with correlation structures that are expected from designs based upon repeated 

measures (Burton, Gurrin, & Sly, 1998). In addition, findings from simulation experiments in the 

context of pretest-posttest control group study design revealed that, with sample sizes of 50 and 

100 participants, the GEE estimator the generalized estimating equations performed the best 

compared with other methods including ANCOVA (Yang & Tsiatis, 2001). As a measure of 

effect size, we used partial eta squared (partial η2). Cohen (1988) had suggested values of f that 

correspond to values of partial η2 of .01, .06, and .14 (rounded to two decimal places) to indicate 

small, medium, or large effects.  

To test whether there were differences in the outcome measures at baseline between the 

control and the intervention group, we used analysis of variance for multiple dependent 

variables. Analysis of variance for multiple dependent variables was also used to explore 

whether the intervention had a stronger impact on participants with higher identification as 

European. Specifically, we performed a simple median split of the intervention group to 

distinguish between participants who scored high or low on identification as European at 

baseline. 

Results 

We found that there were no significant differences between participants in the control 

group and those in the intervention group in social well-being [F(1, 87) = 0.14, p >.05], 
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identification as European [F(1, 87) = 0.06, p >.05], attitudes toward the EU [F(1, 87) = 0.01, p 

>.05], political alienation [F(1, 87) = 0.58, p >.05], institutional trust [F(1, 87) = 0.79, p >.05], 

and participation at EU level [F(1, 87) = 0.29, p >.05]. 

Table 1 displays mean scores of outcome variables for each time and the effect size 

(partial η2) calculated based on the difference between the group means on pre-test and post-test 

assessments. Our hypotheses were that participation in a citizenship intervention based on YPAR 

would be associated with higher levels of active citizenship and social well-being compared to a 

control group. These hypotheses were tested using generalized estimating equations. Results are 

shown in Table 2. The results showed significant interactions of Group × Time for political 

alienation, institutional trust, and participation at EU level and social well-being. These 

interactions could be interpreted as a significant increase in well-being, institutional trust, and 

participation at EU level and a significant decrease in political alienation for the intervention 

group as compared with the control group. The effect size for these significant effects was 

medium to large (Table 1). We found no significant effects for attitudes toward the EU and 

identification as European. 

After performing a median split of the intervention group according to identification as 

European at baseline, we found that there were no significant differences between participants 

who reported higher or lower identification as European at baseline in post measures of social 

well-being [F(1, 31) = 1.07, p >.05], identification as European [F(1, 31) = 0.06, p >.05], 

attitudes toward the EU [F(1, 31) = 0.45, p >.05], political alienation [F(1, 31) = 0.01, p >.05], 

institutional trust [F(1, 31) = 0.13, p >.05], and participation at EU level [F(1, 31) = 0.49, p 

>.05].  

Discussion 
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We presented the results of the impact evaluation of a two-years active citizenship 

intervention based on YPAR involving a group of high school students using a quasi-

experimental design. The findings of the present study revealed that, compared to the control 

group, participants in the intervention group reported higher scores on social well-being, 

institutional trust, and participation and lower scores on political alienation. This study adds to 

the small, but growing, existing body of knowledge about YPAR which has demonstrated that 

participatory research with young people is an effective intervention approach for enhancing 

positive development and civic engagement (Anyon et al., 2018; Ozer, 2017). To our knowledge, 

this is the first study with a pretest-posttest control group design that provided evidence for the 

effectiveness of YPAR for promoting active citizenship.  

Altogether, the findings of the present study supported our hypothesis that participation 

in YPAR increased active citizenship. As predicted, students who participated in the YPAR 

project reported higher scores on institutional trust, and participation and lower scores on 

political alienation following the intervention when compared with the control group; moreover, 

their social well-being increased. It is particularly important to emphasize that the magnitude of 

the effect sizes was medium to large. The improvement in active citizenship after the 

intervention was consistent with previous research documenting the effect of a YPAR in terms of 

developmental benefits (e.g., well-being, agency, social-emotional, interpersonal, and cognitive 

development, academic or career advancement) and civic engagement for the young people 

(Anyon et al., 2018; Jacquez et al., 2013; Ozer, 2017; Shamrova & Cummings, 2017). More in 

general, our findings point to the importance of enhancing students’ involvement in the process 

of research on social issues relevant to them (ownership), requiring critical analysis of 

information sources (including direct access to reliable sources of information), to better 
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understand their nature and their root causes and reflect on measures that could be adopted to 

address them.  

Two outcomes, attitudes toward the EU and identification as European, did not reach a 

significant difference. Our sense is that, through the intervention, participants experienced a 

significant change in the variables that had to do more with their concrete, practical experience 

of being citizens in Europe and less with its more abstract dimension. However, these outcomes 

question also the assumption that active citizenship requires a process of identification, while 

emphasizing the agentic side of citizenship instead of its cognitive one. Put it differently, 

engaging with the practice of citizenship, while contributing to the development of youth 

capacities to act in the political realm, may increase critical views of citizenship, questioning the 

relevance of supportive attitude and “acritical” identification as booster of active citizenship. 

These results are in line with the positions that contest the capacity of normative visions of active 

citizenship to capture the full variety of forms of social and political engagement. The students 

involved in the intervention in their future may not be supportive of EU policies, thus feeling less 

identified with the EU, but this does not mean that they will be less engaged or committed to 

change those policies. Moreover, participants did not develop more positive attitudes toward the 

EU as a current political entity. This finding may be the result of the practice of critical reflection 

on the current EU policies and political agenda, including supportive and critical views on 

national and EU political institutions. Indeed, in the current YPAR intervention, key features 

were the development of critical consciousness (Scott, Pyne, & Means, 2015) and sociopolitical 

awareness (Watts & Flanagan, 2007). Therefore, according to the theory of Ozer and Douglas 

(2015), participants may have been able to develop a more complex, articulated and critical view 

of EU political institutions. 
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A limitation of this study is that it focused on the intervention outcomes which were 

measured at individual level only (individual outcomes in the students involved). However, we 

must recognize that YPAR, through the engagement of young people, can become potentially a 

powerful means to catalyze local community organizing and revitalization (London, 2007). In 

this regard, several authors (e.g., Driskell, 2001; Hart, 1997) have highlighted young people’s 

unique local knowledge about their neighborhoods and communities. The intense work that was 

done by the participants (in collaboration with the local community in particular in the first year 

of the project), putting some core community issues on the stage, suggests that this type of 

approach has the potential to impact on policymakers and on the community life in general. 

A second limitation has to do with the small sample of participants involved in the 

intervention. Given the small sample size, the results cannot be representative of the student 

population in Italian high schools. In the literature, it has been pointed out that, due to curricular 

and organizational constraints, YPAR interventions conducted in the school settings may 

encounter greater challenges than interventions in community settings (Ozer et al., 2010). The 

need to engage students in group work to ensure adequate management of group dynamics and a 

high quality of the process of collaboration between the students and the adults, suggests the 

usefulness to focus on small samples. The results of this active citizenship intervention using 

YPAR, conducted in Italy, demonstrated that the effectiveness of YPAR interventions can be 

assessed using a pretest-posttest control group design, and add support to the positive impact of 

this approach in enhancing youth positive developmental outcomes. Therefore, they add to the still 

small body of empirical findings that support the effectiveness of YPAR across countries. Future 

implementations of this active citizenship intervention with a larger sample of students and in 

different countries would be fruitful in testing if the findings obtained in this study can be 
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generalized across national and cultural contexts. We also believe that the core features of the 

intervention (e.g., phases and related activities that engaged the students) may be adapted to other 

aims and content domains. In particular, the fact that the issues were chosen by students starting 

from their experiences (and were not pre-ordered) allows the process to potentially focus on very 

different issues or to focus on the same issues from different angles. 

A third limitation of this evaluation is that randomization procedures were not feasible. 

Since allocation to intervention conditions was nonrandom, there was a potential for selection 

bias with the design of the current study. However, although systematic differences may exist 

between the intervention and control groups at baseline, preliminary analyses did not reveal any 

preexisting differences in terms of background variables as well as outcomes of the study. 

Moreover, quasi-experimental research designs are common in applied research settings and very 

suitable for investigating applied topics and real‐life issues (Cook, Campbell, & Peracchio, 1990; 

Grant & Wall, 2008). In addition, the selection of the school context was intentional. 

Nevertheless, the school context was similar to other school contexts in Italy. In addition, we 

must recognize that teachers were not randomly selected and assigned to the intervention or to 

the control group, and this may represent a confounding factor. For example, we cannot exclude 

that teachers who worked with the two groups could basically have different characteristics 

(since we did not control for them). However, to our knowledge, there is no evidence that the 

preexisting teachers’ motivation and skills may have an influence when using the YPAR 

approach. It was even found that the effect of teachers’ experience with the YPAR curriculum 

was small and not statistically significant (Ozer & Douglas, 2015). Indeed, teachers’ preexisting 

characteristics were not mentioned among the principles of YPAR and the factors influencing its 
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efficacy (e.g., Anyon et al., 2018; Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Ozer, 2017; Ozer & Douglas, 2015; 

Ozer et al., 2010; Rodriguez & Brown, 2009; Wright, 2015).  

We also acknowledge that we employed measures that are constructs (i.e., conventions) 

and not objective attributes of participants. Moreover, the reliability estimates for the attitudes 

toward the European Union, participation, and trust were just below the accepted lower bound of 

.70 at (only) one time point. However, it should be noted that this particular level of alpha is a 

common presumption because “there is no sacred level of acceptable or unacceptable level of 

alpha. In some cases, measures with (by conventional standards) low levels of alpha may still be 

quite useful” (Schmitt, 1996, p. 353). Therefore, we believe that measures with Cronbach’s alpha 

just below the conventional standard of .70 may be considered to be adequate.  

Despite these limitations, this study demonstrated the effectiveness of YPAR in 

promoting active citizenship among youth. This approach reduced the feelings of political 

alienation and increased participants’ social well-being, institutional trust, and participation at 

EU level. Therefore, the current YPAR intervention may be a useful approach for health 

educators and public health professionals to promote active citizenship and social well-being 

among high school students. In addition to more traditional civic education activities, 

practitioners may want to consider implementing a YPAR. To implement YPAR programs, 

practitioners can consult freely available YPAR program manuals or curriculum (for some 

examples, see Anyon et al., 2018). Practitioners should be aware that this YPAR program may 

not be useful for promoting greater identification with a political entity. This is because 

participants were invited to develop a critical consciousness of the political institutions and 

issues at stake and the measures (including political measures) adopted to address them. Our 

findings suggest that the iterative integration of research and action activities of the YPAR 
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enabled by a youth-adult partnership promoted social well-being, institutional trust, and 

participation and decreased political alienation in youth participants. We believe that the results 

of the present investigation are relevant for addressing active citizenship among young people in 

a political divisive, nationalistic moment. 
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Table 1  

Means, Standard Deviations, and Effect Size (Partial η2) on Outcome Variables for the Intervention Group and Control Group at Pre-

Test and Post-Test Assessments (Participants n = 69) 

 

Pre-test Post-test 

 

 

Control group 

Intervention 

group Control group 

Intervention 

group 

 

 

M SD M SD M SD M SD Partial η2 

Social well-being 2.66 0.71 2.60 0.46 2.43 0.66 2.80 0.73 .08 

Identification as European 3.18 0.58 3.00 1.03 3.15 0.80 3.20 0.62 .01 

Attitudes toward the European Union 3.06 0.56 2.81 0.63 3.17 0.49 3.09 0.45 .02 

Political alienation 3.15 0.81 3.10 0.85 3.31 0.85 2.85 0.54 .05 

Institutional trust 3.31 0.66 3.07 0.91 3.29 0.65 3.58 0.65 .13 

Participation at European Union level 0.59 1.13 0.47 0.81 0.36 0.75 0.82 1.24 .05 
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Table 2  

Results from Generalized Estimating Equations Analyses of Outcome Variables (Participants n = 

69) 

 

β SE 95% CI p 

Social well-being     

Group 0.19 0.15 -0.12, 0.49 .229 

Time 0.06 0.04 -0.02, 0.14 .119 

Group × time -0.14 0.06 -0.25, -0.03 .013 

Identification as European     

Group 0.10 0.23 -0.36, 0.56 .679 

Time 0.07 0.06 -0.04, 0.19 .208 

Group × time -0.04 0.07 -0.19, 0.10 .542 

Attitudes toward the European Union     

Group -0.04 0.17 -0.39, 0.30 .801 

Time 0.06 0.04 -0.01, 0.14 .089 

Group × time 0.02 0.05 -0.09, 0.12 .761 

Political alienation     

Group -0.05 0.21 -0.46, 0.36 .827 

Time -0.09 0.04 -0.17, 0.00 .042 

Group × time 0.13 0.06 0.00, 0.25 .043 

Institutional trust     

Group 0.24 0.25 -0.25, 0.74 .342 
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Time 0.10 0.05 0.19, 4.28 .038 

Group × time -0.15 0.06 -0.27, -0.03 .015 

Participation at European Union level     

Group 0.44 0.30 -0.14, 1.03 .137 

Time 0.24 0.14 -0.02, 0.51 .075 

Group × time -0.32 0.15 -0.62, -0.02 .038 

Note. CI = confidence intervals. 

 


