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Over the past decades, social and cultural change has 
been omnipresent, such as sharp increases in social in-
equality, globalization, and migration (OECD, 2019b). 
When looking at the Western world, prominent features 
of change are the expansive cultural individualization, 
encompassing the quest for self-fulfillment (Buchmann 
& Eisner, 1997; Taylor, 1992) and the changing structure 
of the life course exemplified in the delayed transition 
to adulthood (Buchmann & Kriesi, 2011; Flanagan 
& Levine, 2010; Wray-Lake et al., 2017b). Moreover, 
the advent of new (social) media, spurring increased 

media use, has altered the means of civic participation 
(Chryssochoou & Barrett, 2017).

These societal changes may have influenced adoles-
cents’ development of how they evaluate social inequal-
ities, engage in daily activities that benefit the common 
good, and perceive the functioning of the political sys-
tem. These aspects of civic engagement reflect contri-
butions toward social and political issues and toward 
the community (Amnå, 2012; Sherrod, 2015; Zaff et al., 
2011). To understand whether social change has altered 
the development of civic engagement in adolescence, 
longitudinal research based on cohorts is necessary. 
While longitudinal research on civic development across 
adolescence is scarce (e.g., Finlay & Flanagan, 2013; 
Grütter & Buchmann, 2021; Lerner et al., 2014; Wray-
Lake & Shubert, 2019; Wray-Lake et al., 2014; Zaff et al., 
2011), it is even scarcer for the role of historical change 
on developmental change in civic engagement across 
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Abstract

Investigating whether changing societal circumstances have altered the develop-

ment of civic engagement, this study compared developmental changes from mid- 

to late adolescence (i.e., age 15–18) across two cohorts of representative Swiss 

samples (born in 1991, N = 1258, Mage T1 = 15.30, 54% female, 33% migration back-

ground representing diverse ethnicities; born in 2000, N = 930, Mage T1 = 15.32, 51% 

female; 33% migration background).

Findings from latent multigroup models revealed similar levels in attitudes about 

social justice in both cohorts, remaining stable over time. Adolescents reported 

lower levels of political efficacy and informal helping in the cohort born in 2000. 

Both aspects slightly increased during adolescence. Informal helping had a steeper 

increase in the 1991 compared to the 2000 cohort, suggesting developmental differ-

ences between cohorts.
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adolescence. One such study, although focusing on the 
transition to adulthood (i.e., age 18–26), is by Wray-Lake 
and colleagues (2017b), examining historical changes in 
the development of community service across this life 
stage. They report increase across historical time and 
developmental decline during the transition to adult-
hood. The long term-panel study by Jennings and Stoker 
(2004) on three generations, repeatedly measuring civic 
engagement and social trust as participants grew older, 
included a national U.S. sample of high school seniors in 
1965 (i.e., Baby Boomer Generation). They were followed 
through the adult years, up to age 50, and compared with 
their parent generation (i.e., Long Civic Generation) and 
their child generation (i.e., Generation X). The study re-
vealed both cohort and life-cycle effects in social trust 
and civic engagement across the three generations. 
Taken together, the two longitudinal studies, each based 
on several cohorts, allow for separating normative de-
velopmental change (i.e., developmental effects) from 
changes in the societal context relevant for the historical 
period of growing up (i.e., cohort effects).

For adolescence, research on the role of historical 
change for civic engagement was based on repeated 
cross-sectional data for a given adolescent age, mostly 
age 18, studying the increase or decrease of civic engage-
ment across cohorts (e.g., Syvertsen et al., 2011; Twenge 
et al., 2012). Findings generally show a decline in adoles-
cents’ civic engagement in more recent times, except for 
community services. Barber and Ross’s (2018) interna-
tional study, comparing civic attitudes of 14-year olds in 
1999 and 2009 in 16 countries, is a telling example of how 
macro-level features and their change structure the en-
vironment in which adolescents form civic attitudes (see 
also Chryssochoou & Barrett, 2017; Lerner et al., 2014).

Taken together, several research gaps become appar-
ent. The few studies on cohort differences in the devel-
opment of civic engagement focused on the transition 
to adulthood to the detriment of adolescence. Hence, 
little is known whether civic development across adoles-
cence changes over historical time. Evidence on the role 
of historical change for civic developmental change is 
mostly limited to community service and volunteering, 
covering only a small segment of what may be conceived 
as civic engagement. Also, most empirical evidence is 
for the United States, eclipsing contexts with different 
macro-level features and societal change patterns, likely 
to differently affect civic developmental patterns in ad-
olescence across historical time. Finally, prior research 
has not specified how different facets of societal change 
may correlate with developmental patterns of change in 
civic engagement.

This study aims to address these research gaps by 
comparing civic development from age 15 to age 18 in two 
cohorts born almost 10 years apart (1991 and 2000, re-
spectively) in Switzerland, thereby focusing on changing 
societal circumstances in this context during the period 
of interest. We argue that increasing inequality, growing 

cultural individualization, shifts in the structure of the 
life course, and the proliferation of new media may have 
altered the developmental trajectories of civic engage-
ment across the two cohorts under study. Thereby, we 
assume that social change has altered both, the relative 
level of civic engagement and the developmental patterns 
from mid- to late adolescence.

Civic engagement and its development during 
adolescence

Civic engagement has been defined as a set of values, 
beliefs, attitudes, skills, and behaviors that individu-
als need to participate in the community; involving 
prosocial and political contributions to the common 
good; and being located outside the immediate envi-
ronment of family and friends (Amnå, 2012; Sherrod & 
Lauckhardt, 2009). Recent work that investigated ado-
lescents at earlier ages voiced concerns of solely focusing 
on civic behaviors in the form of political contributions 
and argued for including components other than politi-
cal behavior, as adolescents’ opportunities to contribute 
to society through political participation are limited 
by legal restrictions and begin to form based on reflec-
tions about social issues (e.g., Flanagan & Levine, 2010; 
Metzger et al., 2018). Moreover, there may be multiple 
ways in how adolescents can civically engage, which not 
only show different developmental trends in adolescence 
(e.g., Zaff et al., 2011), but are also differently related to 
civic engagement in adulthood (e.g., Amnå, 2012; Lerner 
et al., 2014). Hence, civic engagement is best understood 
as a multidimensional construct, reflecting various cor-
related components that capture adolescents’ engage-
ment (e.g., Amnå, 2012; Grütter & Buchmann, 2021; 
Wray-Lake et al., 2017a).

Based on previous work using such a multidimensional 
approach to examine civic engagement in adolescence 
(e.g., Metzger et al., 2018; Wray-Lake et al., 2017a), this 
study investigated developmental and historical change 
in three distinct, but related components of civic en-
gagement, assuming that together the three components 
would represent correlated factors of a multidimensional 
construct. The specific components were attitudes about 
social justice, informal helping, and political efficacy be-
liefs. While there may be many other components that 
could be investigated, the current study focused on these 
three as they involve different sociocognitive compo-
nents. Our focus captures Sherrod’s (2015) conceptual-
ization of civic engagement as a form of social-cognitive 
development, whereby social cognitions are expressed as 
social involvement within the community or the larger 
social context. Moreover, the three components include 
different spheres of reasoning about civic engagement 
(Amnå, 2012), with attitudes about social justice reflect-
ing societal considerations, informal helping reflect-
ing community-oriented considerations, and political 
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efficacy reflecting political and institutional consider-
ations, which are accessible to a wide range of youth, in-
dependent of the historical context.

Components of civic engagement: attitudes 
about social justice, informal helping, and 
political efficacy beliefs

Adolescence reflects a formative period for the develop-
ment of civic engagement as adolescents increasingly 
become aware of social issues and political institutions 
(Flanagan & Levine, 2010). Such considerations are cap-
tured as attitudes about social justice, defined as consid-
erations of equal rights, opportunities, and obligations 
to benefit society at large (Hoskins et al., 2015; Ruck 
et al., 2019). They provide an important basis for later 
civic engagement and predict volunteering and politi-
cal participation in young adults (Neufeind et al., 2014). 
Informal helping captures adolescents’ intentions to vol-
unteer in everyday forms of helping (Metzger et al., 2018) 
and therefore reflects important opportunities to prac-
tice citizenship, in which adolescents express interest and 
welfare for others (Sherrod, 2015). Volunteering in the 
form of informal helping is equally available to adoles-
cents, even if opportunities for structured volunteering 
are not yet available (Metzger et al., 2018). Political effi-
cacy beliefs encompass external control beliefs about the 
responsiveness of the political system and its institutions 
(Beaumont, 2010). These beliefs capture adolescents’ un-
derstanding and reflection of the political system, which 
are predictive of later civic engagement and political in-
terest (Torney-Purta et al., 2008).

Normative developmental changes during 
adolescence

When studying developmental changes in civic engage-
ment across adolescence, previous research assumed a 
pattern of normative growth, which is based on concom-
itant normative age-related development in cognitive 
and socioemotional competencies, as well as increased 
autonomy and identity exploration (Wray-Lake et al., 
2014). This age-related change implies that civic engage-
ment would increase with adolescents growing older 
during this developmental period. Moreover, in line 
with the multidimensional conceptualization of civic 
engagement, prior work on civic development during 
adolescence suggests different trajectories for different 
components. For example, Zaff et al. (2011) documented 
modest and gradual changes for all components of civic 
engagement, although with different rates of change. 
In addition, cross-sectional work by Wray-Lake et al. 
(2017a) showed higher levels of informal helping and po-
litical beliefs among high school students than among 
younger age groups, while there were no such differences 

for social responsibility values (i.e., based on a multidi-
mensional model with correlated components of civic 
engagement). However, most of this previous work was 
based on U.S. samples; thus, insights from other contexts 
are needed.

Based on the normative growth hypothesis (Wray-
Lake et al., 2014), we specified confirmatory hypotheses 
regarding developmental changes from mid to late ado-
lescence. Specifically, we assumed that there would be in-
creases in attitudes about social justice, informal helping, 
and political efficacy beliefs across developmental time. 
Importantly, this study also investigated whether there 
were historical changes between cohorts, and whether de-
velopmental changes differed between cohorts.

Social change and cross-cohort differences in the 
development of civic engagement

Cohort differences in the development of civic engage-
ment during adolescence are likely to be associated 
with sociohistorical change, as the changing “chrono-
system” exposes individuals to novel ecological settings 
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). When growing up, members of 
different cohorts encounter altered conditions as they 
move through Bronfenbrenner's concentric circles of 
developmental influences, shaping the evolution of civic 
engagement (Sherrod, 2015). Hence, this study discusses 
several societal change factors that may have altered 
adolescents’ development of civic engagement across co-
horts. When comparing cohorts, it is essential to garner 
evidence whether the construct had the same meaning 
for adolescents across historical time, such that a poten-
tial decline could not be confused with a different mean-
ing of civic engagement (Barber & Ross, 2018). Thus, 
we examined whether the structure of this construct re-
mained stable over time. If the same meaning is attached 
to the construct across cohorts and does not change 
within the cohorts over time, systematic changes in civic 
engagement across cohorts can be studied (Putnick & 
Bornstein, 2016).

A prominent feature of social change since the late 
20th century is the increase in social inequality observed 
worldwide as well as in Switzerland, although to a lesser 
degree. Respective manifestations in this country are the 
growing demands to the middle class, with which 80% 
of the Swiss population identify, facing increasing living 
costs relative to their income growth (OECD, 2019b). 
Moreover, their income also grows at a much slower rate 
compared to the richest 10% of citizens (OECD, 2019b). 
The already large share of residents with migration back-
ground in the 1990s has steadily increased over the past 
two decades (Federal Statistical Office, 2021), whereby 
those from the Balkans, Turkey, or low-income countries 
outside Europe feel disadvantaged and show lower sub-
jective well-being than other immigrant groups (Federal 
Statistical Office, 2019).
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Another feature is the increasing trend toward cul-
tural individualization in Western societies, including 
Switzerland, attributing ever-increasing social and 
cultural importance to the individual as a social actor 
(Buchmann & Eisner, 1997; Greenfield, 2013; Twenge 
et al., 2012). The cultural imagery associated with indi-
vidualization emphasizes individual self-expression and 
self-realization (Giddens, 1991). In Switzerland, the cul-
tural trend toward growing individualization manifests 
itself, for example, in the greater emphasis young people 
of more recent cohorts attribute to the value of being 
autonomous and independent compared to their coun-
terparts in earlier cohorts (Golder et al., 2020).

A widely discussed feature of social change in the 
Western world is the changing structure of the life course. 
This is particularly apparent with regard to the de-
layed transition to adulthood (Buchmann & Kriesi, 
2011; Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Jennings & Stoker, 
2004; Twenge & Park, 2019; Wray-Lake et al., 2017b). 
Postponement of adult roles in Switzerland is rampant in 
the second decade of the 21st century, with young people 
leaving the parental home on average three years later 
and having higher rates of pursuing tertiary education, 
completing education later compared to their coun-
terparts in the last decade of the 20th century (Rausa, 
2016). Family formation is also occurring later with the 
share of women older than 30 years at the birth of the 
first child raising from 42.6% in 1990 to 72.5% in 2019 
(Federal Statistical Office, 2020).

Finally, over the past two decades, the broad dissem-
ination of social media has altered the public discourse; 
Switzerland included (Humprecht et al., 2020). Social 
media provide great opportunities to people, particularly 
adolescents, to connect and communicate both locally 
and globally (Chryssochoou & Barrett, 2017). They have 
also become an important source of news consumption 
(Geers, 2020), whereby users are free to post contents 
in these media and share them. However, assessing the 
quality and truthfulness of the posted information and 
identifying “fake news” has become increasingly diffi-
cult (Humprecht et al., 2020). In Switzerland, the trend 
among 16- to 25-year olds to increasingly use a myriad 
of social media channels has accelerated in the second 
decade of the 21st century, with social media as the pri-
mary source of news consumption to the detriment of 
traditional media (Golder et al., 2020).

We argue that these four facets of social change are 
not equally relevant for shaping, across cohorts, the 
level and developmental gradient of the three civic 
components of interest. For the sake of parsimony, 
we will discuss, for each civic component, those facets 
that we deem most relevant. Importantly, while the co-
occurrence of potential changes in civic development 
with changes in the societal context may be indicative 
of social change, it does not infer causation (Twenge & 
Park, 2019). Moreover, as little is known regarding po-
tential cohort differences in developmental patterns of 

civic engagement across adolescence, these hypotheses 
were of an explorative nature.

Attitudes about social justice

The findings of a recent international study on ado-
lescents’ reasoning about social justice suggest that 
their consideration for gender and ethnic equality 
has increased in some European countries, including 
Switzerland (Barber & Ross, 2018). As potential corre-
lates, a more salient political discourse of women's rights 
with structural changes in education and the workforce 
(Pampel, 2011) and increasing immigration and migra-
tion have been discussed (Schulz et al., 2010). In addi-
tion, there has been an increased focus on the discussion 
of social issues, such as persistent social inequality, glo-
balization, and climate change in education (Torney-
Purta et al., 2015). This is also reflected in Switzerland 
with Swiss schools paying greater attention to multicul-
tural education and to increasing adolescents’ social jus-
tice development (Biedermann et al., 2009).

When considering developmental changes, recent 
work has shown that adolescents become increasingly 
aware of structural factors that limit social participa-
tion, particularly of minority groups (e.g., Flanagan 
et al., 2014). Thus, with age, adolescents become more 
critical of how wealth is distributed in society, reflect-
ing higher attitudes about social justice (Ruck et al., 
2019). It is possible that the increasing salience of un-
equal opportunities for certain social groups and in-
creasing educational focus on social inequality may 
have altered the development of adolescents’ attitudes 
about social justice from mid- to late adolescence. 
With respect to Switzerland, despite the high level of 
wealth in this country, Swiss adolescents may have 
become more sensitive to relative inequality such that 
adolescents of more recent cohorts may show higher 
increases in their attitudes about social justice. Taken 
together, emphasizing educational and structural 
changes, we assumed a higher level and steeper increase 
of social justice attitudes in the more recent cohort rela-
tive to the cohort born in 1991.

Informal helping

Rare findings on cohort differences in the development 
of volunteering (i.e., community service) have pointed to 
a developmental decline during the transition to adult-
hood (Wray-Lake et al., 2017b). Explanations for this de-
velopmental pattern are delayed life-course transitions 
(Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Flanagan et al., 2009; Jennings 
& Stoker, 2004; Wray-Lake et al., 2017b) and cultural indi-
vidualization (Twenge et al., 2012). From the perspective 
of life-course theory, postponement of adult roles in more 
recent cohorts translates into delaying civic involvement, 
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as one's roles and connections to the community are far 
from being stabilized (Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Wray-
Lake et al., 2017b). While adolescents are still rather far 
away from making these role transitions, they neverthe-
less anticipate that, by observing older peers, assuming 
responsibilities of adult life involves an increasingly pro-
longed period. Adolescents in more recent cohorts remain 
longer in the suspense of the adolescent years, prioritiz-
ing issues related to educational attainment, romantic 
relationships, and exploring the world over stable com-
mitment to the common good (Twenge & Park, 2019). As 
recent cohorts in Switzerland are aware of the striking 
changes in the timing of assuming adult roles, they may 
also be likely to adjourn the development of civic orienta-
tions and engagement for the common good.

Moreover, exposure to an increasingly individualized 
culture goes along with a growing emphasis on inde-
pendence and individual self-expression that may also 
go hand in hand with a modicum of self-centeredness 
(Twenge et al., 2012). This could deflect young people in 
more recent cohorts away from communal values incor-
porating helping others. Growing individualization and 
delayed role-transitions may translate into both, lower 
levels of informal helping at a given age in adolescence 
and slower increases over time. Overall, we assumed a 
lower level and flatter increase of informal helping in the 
more recent cohort.

Political efficacy beliefs

The broad dissemination of social media is likely to have 
an impact on political efficacy beliefs (Humprecht et al., 
2020). Research pointed to the promotion of young peo-
ple's action capacities (Jennings & Zeitner, 2003), foster-
ing so-called participatory politics that entail interactive, 
peer-based acts to influence public issues like circulating 
political news or mobilizing one's network (Cohen et al., 
2012). This may give young people new ways to promote 
social and political change by breaking down barriers 
to political leaders. With adolescents in more recent co-
horts having more opportunities to partake in partici-
patory politics, their political efficacy beliefs may have 
become stronger.

However, frequent social media users are not well 
equipped to detect online disinformation (Humprecht 
et al., 2020), rendering it more difficult for these adoles-
cents to distinguish truth from falsehood. Trust in public 
institutions may therefore be decreasing (Twenge et al., 
2014) and making representative politics less transpar-
ent, ultimately affecting the perceived efficacy of po-
litical systems. Although adolescents attribute lower 
credibility to social media compared to classic media 
(Schwaiger, 2020), they increasingly turn to social media 
as the main source of news consumption. Online disin-
formation may thus grow, reducing the transparency of 
the political process (Schwaiger & Oehmer, 2020).

These opposing trends lead us to advance competing 
hypotheses. The growing opportunities for participatory 
politics facilitated by social media may give a boost to 
political efficacy beliefs of adolescents in the more recent 
cohort. This would result in a higher level and a steeper 
increase of political efficacy beliefs in the more recent co-
hort. Conversely, the specter of online disinformation, 
omnipresent in social media, may undercut the transpar-
ency of the political process and erode political efficacy 
beliefs. This would result in a lower level and a flatter in-
crease of political efficacy beliefs in the more recent cohort.

M ETHOD

Participants and design

The data are from the longitudinal Swiss Survey of 
Children and Youth (COCON), an ongoing multicohort 
panel study aiming to better understand the develop-
mental interplay between characteristics of the social 
context and individual competencies from childhood to 
young adulthood. The data of two cohorts were used: the 
earlier cohort (N = 1258, born in 1991) and the more re-
cent cohort (N = 930, born in 2000). Each cohort is based 
on a representative sample for the German- and French-
speaking parts of Switzerland, drawn in a two-step sam-
pling procedure. In the first step, communities, stratified 
by economic and social characteristics and population 
size, were selected. In the second step, households were 
randomly drawn from official community registers. The 
response rate of those households was 63% for the 1991 
cohort and 78% for the 2000 one. To control for potential 
biases related to non-response, all analyses included a 
sampling weight.

In the cohort-sequential design, the participants of 
the earlier cohort were assessed at age 15 (2006), 18 
(2009), and 21 (2012). The participants of the more re-
cent cohort were interviewed regularly between age 6 
(2006) and 18 (2018). Since the comparison of the two 
cohorts was based on the available data, this study com-
pared data of both cohorts that were collected when the 
participants were 15 and 18 years old (i.e., 2006–2009 
vs. 2015–2018), referred to as T1 and T2. For the earlier 
cohort (born in 1991), there were 1258 adolescents at T1 
(54% females, Mage T1 = 15.30 years, SDage T1 = 0.21 years) 
and 952 participants at T2 (Mage T1  =  18.49  years, 
SDage T1 = 0.22 years). In the more recent cohort (born 
in 2000), there were 930 participants at T1 (51% females, 
Mage T1 = 15.32 years, SDage T1 = 0.20 years) and 792 at 
T2 (Mage T1 = 18.30 years, SDage T1 = 0.21 years). When 
considering ethnicity and minority group status in the 
current study context, 16% did not possess the Swiss 
passport and 33% of the adolescents had a migration 
background (origins were former Yugoslavia: 24%, 
Italy: 19%, France: 11%, Portugal: 9%, Germany: 7%, 
others: 30%) in the 1991 cohort. For the adolescents of 
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the 2000 cohort that remained in the sample until the 
age of 15, 8% did not possess the Swiss passport, and 
33% of the participants had a migration background 
(origins were Italy: 23%, Germany: 13%, France: 7%, 
former Yugoslavia: 12%, Spain: 6%, Portugal: 5%, oth-
ers: 34%). Regarding parental education, in 31% of the 
1991 cohort respective in 37% of the 2000 cohort, at 
least one parent held a university degree.

This study meets the ethical standards of the APA and 
the study's adherence to the Human Research Act was 
monitored by the national funding agency. Before each 
interview, caregivers provided their informed consent (i.e., 
written consent for the first survey wave, followed by de-
tailed written information and oral consent before each 
subsequent survey wave). In addition, oral assent of the 
adolescent was requested and they were able to withdraw 
from the study at any time. All participants were inter-
viewed by trained research assistants in face-to-face inter-
views in their homes or in a quiet place of the adolescent's 
choice. After completing each interview, participants re-
ceived a small gift.

Information regarding sample attrition and missing 
data analysis is reported in the online Appendix S1. 
In sum, the results showed that, for the earlier cohort, 
adolescents from parents with higher education (odds 
ratio = 1.53, p = .002) were more likely to remain in the 
study, while adolescents with a migration background 
(odds ratio = 0.59, p < .001) and boys (odds ratio = 0.73, 
p  <  .001) were significantly less likely to participate in 
the second assessment. For the more recent cohort, over-
all children from parents with higher educational back-
grounds (odds ratio = 1.55, p < .001) were more likely to 
remain in the sample from the very first survey until 
12  years later. When looking at the study attrition be-
tween the assessment times relevant for the current study 
(i.e., when participants of the younger cohort were 15- 
and 18-years old), the likelihood to remain in the sample 
was related to being a Swiss citizen (odds ratio =  2.40, 
p  =  .011). Therefore, we concluded that Missing at 
Random (MAR; i.e., the missingness was related to ob-
served variables) was supported (see Enders, 2010 for 
an in depth discussion) and we accounted for missing 
data with full maximum-likelihood estimation (method: 
FIML) in Mplus 8.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017).

Measures

Civic engagement

All measures were drawn from existing longitudinal sur-
veys on the development of civic engagement (i.e., the 
“German Youth Survey,” Gille et al., 2006; the longitudi-
nal study “Learning Processes, Educational Careers and 
Psychosocial Development in Adolescence and Young 
Adulthood,” Baumert et al., 1996; and the “Young Adult 
Survey in Switzerland,” Grob & Maag Merki, 2001).

Attitudes about social justice (ASJ) were assessed 
with five items, and three items were from the German 
Youth Survey (Gille et al., 2006): “It is important to 
reduce social inequalities.”, “It is important to be 
fair to others.”, “It is important to treat everybody 
equally.” Two items were from the project of Grob and 
Maag Merki (2001): “Wealth should be divided equally 
worldwide, even if I need to abstain from certain lux-
ury goods.”, “It is an important task of the government 
to support people in need, such as people with disabil-
ities or unemployed people.” All items, except the first 
three items were rated on a six-point scale (1 = totally 
disagree, 6  =  totally agree). These three items were 
standardized from their original scale (1 = not import-
ant at all, 10  =  extremely important) to range from 1 
to 6 in order to have all variables on the same metric 
(Little, 2013).

Informal helping (IH) was operationalized with two 
items: “I volunteer to help carry heavy luggage up the 
stairs for any elderly or frail person.”, “If a mother needs 
help to get on the bus or train with her baby stroller, I 
offer help.”, 1 = totally disagree, 6 = totally agree (Grob 
& Maag Merki, 2001).

Political efficacy beliefs (PE) were measured with 
three items: “If things should change, one needs to per-
sonally act, rather than relying on politics.”, “If you 
disagree with politics, one has to become personally 
active.”, “Just talking about politics is useless, one also 
needs to act.”, 1  =  totally disagree, 6  =  totally agree 
(Baumert et al., 1996). To have all components of civic 
engagement coded in the same direction (i.e., higher 
values reflect higher engagement), all items of this 
scale were recoded.

Control variables

We controlled for gender, SES, Swiss nationality, and mi-
gration background at all time points. SES was assessed 
by parents’ highest education (1 = at least one parent has 
completed a university degree). Swiss nationality was op-
erationalized by whether adolescents possessed a Swiss 
passport. Participants’ migration background revealed 
whether adolescents indicated other than the Swiss na-
tionality or additional nationalities to the Swiss one.

Data analytic approach

Cohort differences were investigated with longitudinal 
multigroup structural equation models. Before testing the 
hypotheses, a few steps were necessary to create a reliable 
measurement model across time (i.e., differences between 
the two measurement occasions at age 15 and 18 within 
each cohort) and cohort (i.e., differences between the two 
cohorts). First, we tested whether our measures had the 
same meaning for the different measurement occasions 
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and cohorts; that is, whether they were invariant across 
developmental time (i.e., from age 15: T1 to age 18: T2) 
and cohort (i.e., across the cohort born in 1991 and 2000). 
Measurement invariance reveals the consistency with 
which the constructs of interest were measured over the 
measurement occasions and across cohorts; therefore, it 
is a necessary requirement for conducting reliable mul-
tigroup analyses with multiple measurement occasions 
(Little, 2013; Putnick & Bornstein, 2016). Measurement 
invariance is tested with a set of confirmatory factor 
analyses, whereby different levels of invariance are in-
vestigated by imposing different equality constraints on 
the constructs under investigation (for details, see the 
supplementary file S2). Since we investigated mean-level 
differences and changes in this study, scalar invariance 
was a requirement. Scalar invariance requires the inter-
cepts (i.e., means) to be constrained over measurement 
occasions and across cohorts. If this condition holds, one 
can assume that the mean differences in the items across 
measurement occasions and cohorts are due to mean dif-
ferences in their respective latent factors (Brown, 2015).

To compare the models with different constraints, we 
calculated the Δχ² tests using the Satorra–Bentler scaled 
method (Satorra & Bentler, 2010) and the Δ CFI, Δ 
RMSEA, and Δ SRMR tests. As the Δχ² test is sensitive 
to sample size and minor model misspecifications, we 
additionally considered ΔCFI with a threshold of ≤ .01,  
Δ RMSEA with a threshold of ≤ .15, and Δ SRMR with 
a threshold of ≤ .015 (Chen, 2007). Δ RMSEA with a 
threshold of ≤.15, and Δ SRMR with a threshold of ≤.015 
(Chen, 2007). In all measurement models, the longitudi-
nal residuals were allowed to correlate between the two 
measurement times. The models were conducted with the 
multigroup option in MPLUS (Muthén & Muthén, 2017).

After establishing measurement invariance, we checked 
whether our assumed conceptualization of civic engage-
ment as multidimensional construct with correlated factors 
fit the data of both cohorts well. To test our hypotheses of age 
and cohort differences, we first investigated whether there 
were significant differences in the latent means by compar-
ing a model in which we constrained all latent means to be 
zero to our final measurement model (Little, 2013). If none 
of the means were significantly different from each other, 
the models would fit the data equally well and no further 
analyses were necessary. From the significant Δχ² test, it 
became apparent that the model in which the latent means 
were freely estimated fitted the data significantly better. 
Next, in order to compare the latent means across measure-
ment occasion and cohort, we fixed the latent mean of the 
first measurement occasion (i.e., age 15) in the more recent 
cohort (i.e., born in 2000) to 0 (see Figure 1a). We decided 
to use this cohort as a reference group to contrast changes 
from this cohort to the earlier one. Thus, the model (i.e., 
Model 1, Figure 1a) revealed latent mean differences rela-
tive to the first measurement occasion of the more recent 
cohort (Kline, 2011). This approach allowed us to consider 
differences in each component of civic engagement at age 

15 between the two cohorts. In addition, the model included 
the within-time comparisons (i.e., differences between age 
15 and 18) for both cohorts.

As we were specifically interested in developmental dif-
ferences over time between the two cohorts, we specified 
latent difference scores for each component of civic en-
gagement in a second model (i.e., Model 2, see Figure 1b). 
Latent difference score models consist of two latent ran-
dom factors: Intercept (i.e., initial level at age 15) and 
slope (i.e., developmental change from age 15 to 18). Both 
factors are represented with a mean and variance compo-
nent. This means that intra-individual development (i.e., 
mean component: mean-level changes across the sample) 
and inter-individual differences in development (i.e., vari-
ance component: differences in the change between indi-
viduals) can be modeled simultaneously (McArdle, 2009). 
Consistent with the previous approach, we chose the latent 
mean of the first measurement occasion and the more re-
cent cohort as a reference in order to identify the model 
(see Figure 1b). Therefore, within the more recent cohort, 
the latent difference score for each component of civic en-
gagement revealed whether developmental changes from 
age 15 to 18 years were significant, above and beyond the 
initial value at age 15. Thereby, the intercept (i.e., mean 
at age 15) in the earlier cohort was relative to the mean at 
age 15 of the more recent cohort, which revealed differ-
ences at age of 15 between cohorts. Similarly, the latent 
difference score of the 1991 cohort was relative to the la-
tent difference score of the 2000 cohort, whereby this coef-
ficient revealed whether developmental changes (i.e., from 
age 15 to 18) were significantly different between the two 
cohorts. Hence, this was the coefficient of interest to test 
the specific hypotheses regarding different developmental 
changes in the two cohorts. In this model (i.e., Model 2), 
we regressed the latent difference score on the latent inter-
cept (i.e., the initial value at age 15). By including this path, 
we accounted for the probability that change depends on 
the initial level (Little, 2013; McArdle, 2009). To be able to 
compare the two latent difference scores, these paths were 
constrained to be equal across cohorts. Again, to make 
sure that these specific regression paths did not statisti-
cally differ between the two cohorts, we first compared 
a model in which these regression paths were freely esti-
mated to a model in which they were constrained.

Taken together, this modeling approach is comparable 
to a pre-post comparison with two groups, where an au-
toregressive model is specified in which the autoregressive 
paths are constrained to be equal across groups. In this 
model, both latent means in one group serve as a reference; 
at the first measurement point, for the initial differences 
between groups, and at the second measurement point, for 
the change in one group relative to the change in the other 
group (e.g., see Kline, 2011). In this study, we chose the same 
approach; however, we used latent difference scores instead 
of autoregressive paths as these specifically model inter-
individual differences in intra-individual change. Thereby, 
the latent difference score model acknowledges that not 
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all adolescents changed in the same way within cohorts 
(McArdle, 2009). Moreover, the model allowed constraining 
the latent difference scores to equality in order to compare 
specific developmental changes from age 15 to 18 between 
cohorts. This means that, in a last step, we compared model 
fits in which we constrained the latent change parameters to 
be equal across cohorts in order to have additional evidence 
for significant differences between cohorts.

We also included the control variables in our second 
model in order to enhance the robustness of our assump-
tions. We included these control variables as predictors 
for each latent variable (also the latent difference scores) 
at each time point. In order to keep the model parsimo-
nious, the final model only included significant relations 
of a given construct with the control variables (following 
recommendations by Little, 2013).

In all models, we used full information maximum like-
lihood (FIML) estimation with robust standard errors 
(i.e., MLR) to account for missing data and because we in-
cluded a sampling weight in all analyses (i.e., to control for 
potential biases due to nonresponse; Muthén & Muthén, 
2017). We evaluated the models based on the Satorra–
Bentler scaled χ2 difference test, their comparative fit index 
and the Tucker–Lewis Index (i.e., CFI & TLI; acceptable 

fit ≥.90), their root mean square error of approximation 
(RMSEA; acceptable fit <.08) with the 90% confidence in-
terval and with their standardized root-mean-square resid-
ual (SRMR; acceptable fit <.08; Little, 2013).

RESU LTS

Measurement invariance across developmental 
time and cohort

In a stepwise procedure, we investigated measurement 
invariance for each component of civic engagement by 
using a set of confirmatory factor analyses. First, we 
tested for metric and scalar MI across measurement oc-
casions, which is referred to as time (i.e., age 15 to age 
18) and then added the invariance across cohorts (i.e., 
the cohorts born in 2000 and 1991) to it. As the two co-
horts were born 9 years apart, this procedure allowed for 
a careful test of whether our measures fit the data across 
cohorts, separately from knowing its fit across time. For 
scalar invariance, the intercepts of the indicators are 
set to be equal over time (e.g., τ1 at T1 = τ1 at T2 = τ1), 
whereby these constraints can be additionally extended 

F I G U R E  1   (a) Measurement model of civic engagement with specified mean comparisons across time and cohorts (Model 1); (b) 
Comparison of mean-level changes from mid- to late adolescence between cohorts with latent difference scores (Model 2; for simplicity, only 
one component of the model is shown here)

(a)

(b)
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across cohorts (e.g., τ1 at T1 & C1 = τ1 at T1 & C2 = τ1 
at T2 & C1 = τ1 at T2 & C2). For procedure details of 
identifying the measurement model and testing MI, see 
the Supplementary File S2.

The findings of the MI analyses (see Table 1) revealed 
that for political efficacy beliefs, the criteria for scalar in-
variance across time and cohort were met. For attitudes 
about social justice and informal helping, partial scalar 
invariance was established across time and cohort (i.e., if 
one or more intercepts cannot be constrained to equality; 
Little, 2013). For these two components of civic engage-
ment, scalar invariance was found over time (i.e., from age 
15 to 18 in each cohort), but not across both, time and 
cohort. Therefore, in each construct, one item was freely 
estimated across cohort, but not time. Across time and 
cohort, all indicators showed positive and statistically sig-
nificant factor loadings on their intended latent factor (for 
details see the supplementary file, Table S3).

Civic engagement in the 1991 and 2000 cohorts: 
conceptual model

First, the overall multigroup model (i.e., Model 1, see 
Figure 1a) had a good fit: χ2 (191)  =  385.62 p  <  .001, 
CFI  =  .95, TLI  =  .93, RMSEA  =  .03 [90% CI: .03–.04, 
p = 1.00], SRMR = .04. Furthermore, by considering the 
Δχ² contribution of each group, it became apparent that 
the model had a slightly better fit for the more recent (Δχ² 
contribution = 162.20) than the earlier cohort (Δχ² con-
tribution = 223.42), although fitting the data well in both 
cohorts. We, therefore, concluded that our conceptual-
ization of civic engagement as multidimensional factor 
model was not conceptually different between the two 
cohorts. For both cohorts, the model showed moderate 
within-time correlations between the components (see 
Table 2).

Cohort differences in civic engagement during 
mid- to late adolescence: level and development

To better understand the mean levels and development 
of each component of civic engagement in the two co-
horts, we first plotted the estimated latent means (based 
on Model 1) for each of the three components of civic en-
gagement at each measurement occasion (i.e., age 15 and 
18) for each cohort (revealing cohort differences at age 
15 and 18, see Figure 2) and for each cohort separately at 
both measurement occasions (revealing developmental 
differences in each cohort, see Figure 3). Latent means 
are also reported in Table 1.

As for cohort differences (see Figure 2), both infor-
mal helping and perceived political efficacy, had higher 
levels in the earlier cohort born 1991 than in the more 
recent cohort born in 2000. In contrast, attitudes about 
social justice had, except for informal helping at age 18 

in the earlier cohort, the highest level in both cohorts. 
When inspecting developmental change (i.e., from age 15 
to 18) in each cohort (see Figure 3), attitudes about social 
justice remained stable in both cohorts, while perceived 
political efficacy slightly increased from mid- to late ad-
olescence in both cohorts. Lastly, the figure shows that 
informal helping increased in both cohorts but had a 
steeper slope in the 1991 cohort than in the 2000 cohort.

Latent mean comparisons: level

To test whether these differences were significant, we 
computed a model in which all latent means were con-
strained to be 0 (which would equal 0 differences be-
tween all means). This model did not fit the data well χ2 
(200) = 765.16, p < .001, CFI = .84, TLI = .81 RMSEA = .05 
[90% CI: .05–.06, p  =  0.36], SRMR  =  .09. Most impor-
tantly, with nine additional degrees of freedom, the χ2 
difference of 379.54 test was highly significant. We con-
cluded that there were significant cohort differences in 
the mean-level of the constructs. All latent mean dif-
ferences with their effect sizes are reported in Table 3 
(Model 1).

In line with our hypotheses of developmental changes 
from mid- to late adolescence, results revealed signifi-
cant increases in informal helping and perceived politi-
cal efficacy in both cohorts from age 15 to 18. However, 
there was only partial support for the normative growth 
hypothesis, as there was no significant developmental 
increase in attitudes about social justice. Moreover, the 
latent mean comparisons showed significant differences 
between the two cohorts at age 15 for informal helping 
and perceived political efficacy, but not for attitudes 
about social justice. Thus, the findings did not support 
our hypothesis that attitudes about social justice would 
be higher in the more recent cohort, but they were in line 
with the assumption of a lower level of informal helping 
in the more recent cohort. When considering the com-
peting hypotheses regarding political efficacy beliefs, 
these findings supported the assumption of lower levels 
in the more recent cohort. When looking at the effect 
sizes of the hypothesized differences (latent Cohen's d), 
most effects were small to medium.

Latent difference score comparisons: 
development

Next, we tested our hypotheses of developmental differ-
ences between cohorts with the latent difference score model 
(i.e., Model 2). The assumptions here were first a steeper 
increase in attitudes about social justice in the more recent 
cohort; second, we assumed a steeper increase in informal 
helping in the earlier cohort; and third, we specified com-
peting hypotheses regarding political efficacy beliefs (i.e., 
assuming a flatter or steeper increase in the earlier cohort). 
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The hypothesized model fit the data well, χ2 (209) = 489.92, 
p < .001, CFI = .92, TLI = .91, RMSEA = .04 [90% CI: .03–.04, 
p = 1.00], SRMR = .05. When entering control variables, the 
model fit was, χ2 (297) = 587.78, p < .001, CFI = .93, TLI = .92, 
RMSEA  =  .03 [90% CI: .03–.03, p  =  1.00], SRMR  =  .05. 
Contrary to our hypothesis, the results (see Table 3, Model 
2) showed no significant developmental differences between 
the two cohorts in attitudes about social justice. However, 
findings revealed that adolescents in the 1991 cohort had a 
steeper increase in informal helping and political efficacy 

beliefs than adolescents in the 2000 cohort. To have addi-
tional evidence for these effects, we compared model fits in 
which we constrained the latent change parameters to be 
equal across cohorts. In these comparisons, only the model 
in which informal helping was constrained to equality re-
vealed a Δ CFI >0.1; thus, supporting our hypothesis, we 
concluded that the two cohorts differed in change from mid-
to late adolescence in informal helping, whereby the earlier 
cohort had a higher increase over time than the more recent 
cohort. Regarding changes in perceived political efficacy, 

F I G U R E  2   Differences between the two cohorts in the components of civic engagement at age of 15 and 18 years (i.e., ASJ, attitudes about 
social justice; EPE, perceived political efficacy; IH, informal helping), based on the multi-group model including the hypothesized latent mean 
differences (Model 1). Latent means were expressed as the average of all items of a given construct at a given time and for a given cohort, which 
were estimated by using the formula � ij +

(

�j ∗ �ij

)

 ; as we used factor coding, the latent means that we estimated with this formula were in the 
original scale of the construct, which would equal the scaling revealed when using effects coding (see Little, 2013)
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F I G U R E  3   Development of the components of civic engagement from 15 to 18 years for both cohorts (i.e., ASJ, attitudes about social 
justice; EPE, perceived political efficacy; IH, informal helping), based on the multi-group model including the hypothesized latent mean 
differences (Model 1). Latent means were expressed as the average of all items of a given construct at a given time and for a given cohort, which 
were estimated by using the formula � ij +

(

�j ∗ �ij

)

); as we used factor coding, the latent means that we estimated with this formula were in the 
original scale of the construct, which would equal the scaling revealed when using effects coding (see Little, 2013)
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there was not enough evidence in the current data to make 
the same conclusion. Hence, none of the competing hypoth-
eses could be supported.

Inspecting control variables, significant gender differ-
ences emerged in both cohorts for attitudes about social 
justice at T1 (C1T1: β = −0.289, SE = 0.034, p < .001, C2T1: 
β = −0.283, SE = 0.041, p < .001), and for changes over time 
(C1 Δ: β = −0.095, SE = 0.037, p = 0.011; C2 Δ: β = −0.192, 
SE = 0.042, p > .001), whereby boys expressed lower levels 
in this component than girls and increased less from age 
15 to 18 than girls. In the earlier cohort, boys also reported 
lower levels for informal helping at T1 (C2T1: β = −0.136, 
SE = 0.037, p < .001). For nationality and migration back-
ground, results differed slightly between cohorts. In the 
more recent cohort, adolescents with a migration back-
ground expressed higher levels of social justice at the age 
of 15 (C1T1: β = 0.134, SE = 0.034, p < .001), and adolescents 
without Swiss nationality expressed higher levels of infor-
mal helping (C1T1: β =  0.167, SE =  0.025, p <  .001) than 
adolescents with a Swiss passport. In the earlier cohort, 
there was only a significant effect of nationality on infor-
mal helping at the age of 15 (C2T1: β = 0.097, SE = 0.039 
p =  .013), whereby adolescents without Swiss nationality 
reported higher levels.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study contribute to developmen-
tal theory of civic engagement by disentangling de-
velopmental changes in various components of civic 

engagement from changes across historical time. The 
study not only provides further evidence to the limited 
longitudinal work on civic development during adoles-
cence, but also allowed for a comparison of development 
in civic engagement from mid- to late adolescence in two 
cohorts. It thus contributes to the scarce body of longitu-
dinal cohort studies in this field. Finally, this study was 
conducted for Switzerland, thus providing rare evidence 
of cohort differences in the development of civic engage-
ment components during adolescence for a societal con-
text other than the United States.

Cross-cohort consistence in the 
conceptualization of civic engagement

Based on previous work that included some of the civic 
components used here (e.g., Grütter & Buchmann, 
2021; Metzger et al., 2018; Wray-Lake et al., 2017a), this 
study assumed that the three components, attitudes to-
ward social justice, informal helping, and political ef-
ficacy beliefs, would form a multifaceted construct of 
civic engagement. Extending this prior work, the find-
ings suggest that civic engagement can be assessed reli-
ably as a multidimensional construct during mid- and 
late adolescence, even across two cohorts born nearly 
10  years apart. The aim was to provide a systematic 
comparison across multiple components, acknowl-
edging that adolescents born in different time periods 
might not have the same opportunities to become civi-
cally active. Being one of the first studies comparing 

TA B L E  3   Comparisons of latent cohort means at age of 15, 18 and of the change over time from age 15 to 18

Attitudes about social justice Informal helping Perceived political efficacy

Estimate (SE) d Estimate (SE) d Estimate (SE) d

Model 1

C1: Age 18 vs. 15 0.088 (0.050) 0.368 (0.042)*** 0.39 0.378 (0.064)*** 0.38

C2: Age 18 vs. 15 0.001 (0.059) 0.470 (0.052)*** 0.42 0.303 (0.077)*** 0.23

Age 15: C2 vs. C1 −0.085 (0.069) 0.759 (0.077)*** 0.66 0.428 (0.086)*** 0.34

Age 18: C2 vs. C1 −0.172 (0.076)* −0.14 0.861 (0.075)*** 0.93 0.353 (0.086)*** 0.31

Model 2

C2: latent Δ score 0.064 (0.067) 0.533 (0.061)*** 0.75 0.415 (0.072)*** 0.42

Latent Δ score on 
construct

−0.463 (0.050)*** −0.496 (0.035)*** −0.518 (0.060)***

Variance latent Δ 
score C1

0.764 (0.131)*** 0.435 (0.069)*** 0.679 (0.136)***

Variance latent Δ 
score C2

1.273 (0.199)*** 0.553 (0.087)*** 1.186 (0.241)***

Note: C1, cohort 1, born in 2000; C2, cohort 2, born in1991.

Model 1: Multigroup model including the hypothesized latent mean differences across development and between cohorts (see Figure 1a). For the sake of 
completeness, we also report latent mean differences between cohorts at age 18.

Model 2: Latent difference score model with equal slopes of T1 on Δ, including the control variables gender, migration background, and Swiss nationality (see 
Figure 1b).

We report Cohen's d (d) for latent variables which is calculated by dividing the group mean difference by the pooled within-group standard deviation which is 
derived from the latent factor variances from each group and adjusted for group size (see Little, 2013).

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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civic developmental change between different cohorts 
of adolescents, it was essential to have a measure that 
captures aspects relevant to adolescents growing up in 
different time periods (Barber & Ross, 2018). The study 
established measurement invariance for all components 
of the multidimensional model of civic engagement, not 
only across development (i.e., from age 15 to 18) but also 
across cohorts (i.e., historical time). Thus, observed dif-
ferences in mean-levels were unlikely to emerge because 
of changes in how specific items related to the underly-
ing construct, nor because of a different understanding 
of the item content, nor due to assigning different mean-
ing to the rating scale. Importantly, this allowed for a 
fine-grained analysis of differences in civic engagement 
between mid- and late adolescence, between adolescents 
who experienced different historical times, and between 
developmental change from mid-to late adolescence in 
two cohorts born 10 years apart.

Although such a multidimensional approach has the 
advantage of studying different developmental trends in 
different components of adolescents’ civic engagement, 
it must be noted that the conceptualization of civic 
engagement of this study is limited to the three com-
ponents. To date, there is not yet a consensus for the spe-
cific components of civic engagement (e.g., Amnå, 2012; 
Wray-Lake et al., 2017a) and for each study, there would 
be more ways to express civic engagement that a single 
study could capture. Hence, the current findings must be 
interpreted with regard to the three components under 
investigation.

Differences in the development of civic  
engagement: the role of social change and  
normative developmental change

This study longitudinally examined two adolescent co-
horts of the same age range in Switzerland, arguing that 
they were exposed to different societal environments 
(i.e., historical time; Twenge et al., 2012). This design 
helps disentangle developmental change from changes 
due to cohort effects (i.e., social change). When age is 
held constant, differences can be ascribed to differences 
between cohorts (Neundorf & Niemi, 2014). Our find-
ings attest to both, the role of social change and norma-
tive developmental trends in the development of civic 
engagement from mid- to late adolescence.

Normative developmental change in 
civic engagement

The normative growth hypothesis (Wray-Lake et al., 
2014) assumes that, as adolescents show gains in ab-
stract thinking, reasoning skills, perspective taking, au-
tonomy, and identity exploration when growing older, 
adolescent civic engagement and their precursors exhibit 

continuous, gradual upward change. Based on this as-
sumption and limited previous findings of a normative 
developmental increase in civic engagement (e.g., Grütter 
& Buchmann, 2021; Wray-Lake et al., 2014, 2017a; Zaff 
et al., 2011), we expected growth in all three components 
of civic engagement. The results only partially supported 
this assumption: While informal helping and political ef-
ficacy beliefs significantly increased in both cohorts 
from age 15 to 18, there was no developmental increase 
in attitudes about social justice. For informal helping and 
political efficacy beliefs, our findings provide additional 
evidence from a new context (i.e., Switzerland) that in-
creases in these two components of civic engagement 
may increase in concert with normative developmental 
changes in other areas (see above) across adolescence. 
Concerning such normative precursors, more longitudi-
nal research capturing a wider age range and focusing 
on specific developmental competencies of civic engage-
ment could provide additional insights.

Regarding developmental changes in attitudes about 
social justice, findings have been inconsistent and may 
differ depending on the specific aspect under consider-
ation, such as adolescents’ understanding or reasoning 
about social inequalities. Across adolescence, individu-
als increasingly consider structural obstacles as barriers 
to social justice and develop a more complex understand-
ing of poverty (Flanagan et al., 2014); however, important 
developmental steps may already occur at earlier phases 
of adolescence. For example, recent research shows that 
early adolescents perceived lower social inequalities and 
were less likely to prefer egalitarian societies as compared 
to mid- and late adolescents (Barreiro et al., 2019). As 
the current study was limited to adolescents’ perceived 
importance of social justice, future work would benefit 
from a more systematic investigation of adolescents’ de-
veloping understanding and evaluation of social justice 
from early to late adolescence.

Cohort differences in civic engagement in mid-
adolescence

Based on an extensive literature review on changes in 
the social context from the 1990s to 2018, we derived 
specific assumptions on how these changes might be 
reflected in cohort differences in civic engagement. 
Regarding mid-adolescence, we assumed higher levels 
of attitudes about social justice, lower levels of infor-
mal helping, and either lower or higher levels of politi-
cal efficacy beliefs in the more recent as compared to 
the earlier cohort.

Contrary to our expectations, there were no cohort 
differences with regard to attitudes about social justice. 
Youth were equally concerned with issues of social jus-
tice in 1991 and 2000, whereby this finding is in line 
with previous work pointing to stable political atti-
tudes across generations of young adults (Jennings & 
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Stoker, 2004). However, it contrasts recent work, show-
ing that adolescents in Switzerland increased their 
support for racial and ethnic diversity (Barber & Ross, 
2018). It must be noted that, although the measure of 
the current study included fair and equal treatment of 
others, it also focused on a fair distribution of wealth. 
As previously explained, attitudes about social justice 
are itself a multifaceted construct (e.g., Ruck et al., 
2019), whereby different aspects may show different 
patterns of change (Barber & Ross, 2018). Moreover, 
on the basis of low general inequality in Switzerland, 
recent changes in income distributions may be less 
salient to youth and may not result in changes of 
perceived inequality. Compared to other European 
countries, Swiss adults were less skeptical of inequali-
ties (Niehues, 2014).

For informal helping, the mean levels were signifi-
cantly lower in the more recent cohort. This finding 
aligned with our assumptions that social change toward 
postponement of adult roles and an increasingly indi-
vidualized culture may have deflected adolescents in the 
more recent cohort from communal values, such as help-
ing others (Golder et al., 2020). The changing develop-
mental context for civic engagement in Switzerland has 
been pronounced in the realm of the changing structure 
of the life course with the postponement of adult roles 
in the private sphere of life in particular (i.e., marriage 
and childbirth) (Federal Statistical Office, 2020; Rausa, 
2016).

Lastly, the significantly lower mean level of politi-
cal efficacy beliefs in the more recent cohort supports 
the competing hypothesis stating that online disin-
formation due to the strong increase in social media 
consumption and concomitant decrease in information 
gathering from the classic and more credible media 
would undercut political transparency and thus erode 
political efficacy beliefs. Findings for media consump-
tion trends (2010 to 2020) among 12- to 19-year-old ad-
olescents in Switzerland confirm this pattern of media 
usage (Bernath et al., 2020). The alternative hypothesis 
that growing opportunities for participatory politics 
empowered by social media would give a boost to po-
litical efficacy beliefs of adolescents in the recent co-
hort is thus eclipsed.

Social change in the development of civic 
engagement during adolescence

A key element of the present study was to test whether 
developmental change in the three components of civic 
engagement from mid- to late adolescence was signifi-
cantly different across cohorts. Thus, an important con-
tribution of this study was to investigate whether social 
change would be associated with change patterns across 
later adolescence. Importantly, we assumed that the in-
crease for attitudes about social justice would be steeper 

in the more recent cohort, while it would be flatter for in-
formal helping. Concerning political efficacy beliefs, the 
competing hypotheses assumed either steeper or flatter 
increase. While there were no significant differences for 
attitudes about social justice and not enough evidence for 
significant developmental differences in political efficacy 
beliefs, the findings supported the assumption of a flatter 
increase in informal helping in the more recent cohort.

Previous cohort comparisons on similar components 
like informal helping focused on the transition to adult-
hood, studying historical changes in the development of 
community service (Wray-Lake et al., 2017b) or mem-
bership in voluntary organizations and volunteer work 
(Jennings & Stoker, 2004). The findings of these two 
studies showed developmental declines for all cohorts 
from late adolescence to early adulthood, explaining this 
decline by opportunity structures provided by educa-
tional institutions, which no longer hold after complet-
ing education (Jennings & Stoker, 2004). Additionally, 
the findings were embedded in explanations of delayed 
transition into adulthood (Wray-Lake et al., 2017b).

The current study extends these scarce previous 
findings by focusing on an earlier developmental phase 
and by examining a form of volunteering more read-
ily available to adolescents (i.e., informal helping). 
Focusing on adolescents, we assumed that anticipated 
changes in the timing of adult life roles would be as-
sociated with developmental changes in civic engage-
ment. A potential explanation for the f latter increase 
in informal helping in the more recent cohort may thus 
stem from adolescents’ anticipation of the prolonged 
period of adolescence when issues related to educa-
tional attainment or romantic relationships could be 
more salient in the more recent compared to the earlier 
cohort. In addition, a more individualized culture may 
promote increasing concern for the self, likely to man-
ifest itself in a propensity toward self-centeredness. 
Such a shift may have lowered the importance of com-
munal engagement during adolescence, thus resulting 
in a f latter increase in informal helping from mid- to 
late adolescence in the more recent cohort.

Taken together, these results suggest that developmen-
tal change in civic components across cohorts may be 
partly related to social change. However, developmental 
differences between cohorts applied to informal helping 
only. Future research may thus compare longer periods 
between cohorts to provide an integral picture on social 
change in civic development that contributes to develop-
mental changes above and beyond normative age effects.

Demographic differences in civic engagement 
between cohorts

The covariates revealed some interesting differences 
between the two cohorts. First, while boys at age 15 ex-
pressed lower levels of informal helping in the earlier 



e442  |      GRÜTTER and BUCHMANN

cohort than girls, there was no such difference in the more 
recent cohort. Previous work (e.g., van der Graaff et al., 
2018) pointed to gender differences in prosocial behavior 
and discussed gender-specific socialization processes that 
may foster prosocial development in girls (e.g., showing 
nurturance and caring). Thus, prosocial actions may be 
more consistent with gender stereotypes for girls than for 
boys. With regard to differences between cohorts, this 
trend may have become weaker as a consequence of in-
creasing considerations for gender equality in European 
countries, including Switzerland (Barber & Ross, 2018).

In addition, adolescents with a migration back-
ground expressed higher levels in attitudes about so-
cial justice in the more recent cohort at age 15, while 
this was not the case for the earlier cohort. As these 
attitudes reflected desire for egalitarian treatment in 
this study, this finding aligns with recent work on crit-
ical consciousness, assuming that this component may 
be higher for marginalized adolescents (Heberle et al., 
2020). As some groups with migration background 
face higher educational disadvantages in Switzerland 
(OECD, 2019a) and as the discourse on social justice 
has become more salient in Swiss schools (Biedermann 
et al., 2009), these adolescents’ desire for social justice 
may have become more salient. Future research may 
shed more light on specific mechanisms that could ex-
plain these findings.

Limitations

As noted, this study cannot make any causal assump-
tions about how differences in the three civic engagement 
components relate to facets of social change; instead, we 
describe changes that might correlate with these differ-
ences. To pinpoint the role of social change aspects for 
cohort differences in the development of civic engage-
ment across adolescence, future studies could travel 
the challenging avenue of cross-national comparison. 
This requires cross-country availability of reliable and 
valid measures of the social change features of interest. 
Selecting countries differing in these features and includ-
ing appropriate controls for confounders, such studies 
would help understand how societal circumstances are 
related to civic engagement development in adolescence. 
They would be demanding, as comparable measures of 
civic engagement components across countries were re-
quired as well.

In addition to the macro-level changes, there may 
also be more proximal influences on adolescent civic 
development, not discussed in this work (e.g., peers, par-
ents, teachers; e.g., Wray-Lake & Sloper, 2016). Thus, 
future work could investigate whether societal changes 
would be reflected in changes in the more proximal so-
cial context, ultimately affecting civic development. For 
example, changes in the political discourse and parent 
initiatives could influence whether schools adopt more 

democratic and participatory school climates, positively 
predicting civic engagement (Torney-Purta et al., 2008). 
As outlined in the ecological theory by Bronfenbrenner 
(2005) and the relational developmental systems meta-
theory (Lerner et al., 2014), adolescents are not simply 
exposed to their social context, but also seek different 
contexts and contribute to their changes. To analyze such 
complex dynamic systems and generalize findings across 
contexts, longitudinal data on civic development from 
multiple social contexts and cohorts are needed with 
assumptions on broad indicators of civic engagement in 
order to capture specific developments and changes.

Regarding the developmental change investigated, 
we only focused on mean-differences and thus cannot 
make assumptions about variation in civic development, 
whereby recent work highlighted different trajectories in 
civic development during adolescence (e.g., Wray-Lake 
& Shubert, 2019; Zaff et al., 2011). For testing such as-
sumptions, we would need more than two measurements 
in each cohort, which would also enable us to look at dif-
ferent patterns of change in different cohorts. Relatedly, 
more cohorts would help control for potential confound-
ers between cohort and period effects (i.e., specific events 
that may have transpired in these particular years and 
shaped adolescents’ civic engagement). Lastly, our mea-
sure of informal helping only consisted of two items that 
were based on adolescents’ self-reports. Here, our find-
ings would need to be replicated with a more compre-
hensive measure, which ideally also included additional 
assessments from peers, parents, or teachers.

CONCLUSION

Taken together, this study advances developmental civic 
theory in adolescence by offering novel insights in how 
change in the social circumstances to which adolescents 
are exposed are associated with different levels of civic 
engagement in mid-adolescence and lower developmen-
tal increases in informal helping in the more recent co-
hort. Given that there were no developmental cohort 
differences in the other two components, we concluded 
that adolescent civic development may have a strong nor-
mative component.

While additional evidence is needed, the conclusions 
drawn from this study may help design intervention 
studies. To counteract the decreasing trend for informal 
helping from mid- to late adolescence in the more recent 
cohort, higher education may emphasize more proso-
cial and community values, which are often treated as 
a side-issue in order to focus on academic achievement. 
The results also provide additional areas for educational 
practice. As adolescents already express high levels of 
justice considerations for social inequality, a focus on 
this issue may not further strengthen this aspect but 
could rather build on the high level to discuss other com-
plex social issues (e.g., climate change, discrimination). 
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Lastly, as the results of this study show lower levels of 
political efficacy, this aspect may be an important edu-
cational focus to further promote civic engagement, par-
ticularly in Swiss adolescents.
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