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Abstract
There is an emerging interest in studying social action and civic engagement as a 
part of the developmental process. Studies among youth of color indicate that 
empowerment has been associated with well-being, a critical perspective, and in 
combating social oppression. These studies also show that civic involvement and 
awareness of social justice issues are associated with positive developmental out-
comes including empowerment. The range of predictors and outcomes related to 
empowerment have been insufficiently explored. This study used structural equation 
modeling path analysis techniques to examine the association community civic par-
ticipation and psychological sense of community have with intrapersonal and cog-
nitive psychological empowerment, through both ethnic identity and social justice 
orientation among urban youth of color (N =383; 53.1% Female; 75% Hispanic; 
50.6% were 13 and 15 years of age). Findings illustrate that greater community civic 
participation and psychological sense of community are associated with both intrap-
ersonal and cognitive psychological empowerment, through both ethnic identity and 
a social justice orientation; however, with some noted variations. Ethnic identity and 
social justice orientation mediated community civic participation and psychologi-
cal sense of community and both intrapersonal and cognitive psychological empow-
erment. Implications put forward for community youth-workers and community 
programming.
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Introduction

The collective outrage of citizens is catching the attention of news cameras, poli-
ticians, and scholars, alike. Whether we are observing political-social activism 
through the #BlackLivesMatter movement, gun reform through the March For Our 
Lives Movement, or activism for a clean Dream Act and Immigrant rights through 
the DREAM Teams throughout the U.S., a similar theme runs constant: youth are no 
longer willing to sit on the peripheries, while adults continue to make decisions that 
are impacting their lives and futures. These acts of social change are, however, what 
are highlighted in the news; whereas, racial-ethnic minority youth in urban commu-
nities tend to have their voices stymied in relation to social change (Ginwright 2015; 
Lardier et  al. 2018b). Furthermore, we know little about the mechanisms through 
which youth empowerment and critical awareness occurs among youth of color 
(Christens et al. 2018).

The emerging interest in studying social action and civic engagement as a part 
of the developmental process is noted in the literature on youth civic development, 
empowerment, and positive youth development (Christens et al. 2018; Diemer and 
Rapa 2016; Zeldin et al. 2018). Whether described as civic engagement or sociopo-
litical development (Itzhaky and York 2000; Zimmerman and Zahniser 1991), youth 
action is a critical component in human development and associated with several 
outcomes (Lardier et al. 2019a, b) including awareness of social justice issues, men-
tal well-being, avoidance of risk behaviors (Christens 2019; Christens et al. 2018; 
Finlay and Flanagan 2013), and educational attainment (Chan et al. 2014). Racial-
ethnic minority adolescents, however, may feel less empowered and be less likely 
to engage in broader social and institutional changes. This may be due to the prolif-
eration of significant power imbalances and inequalities within their social system 
(Hope 2016). Nonetheless, recent studies show that racial-ethnic minority adoles-
cents with a sense of belongingness, racial-ethnic group identity connection, and a 
greater social justice awareness tend to identify as more empowered (Dinzey-Flores 
et al. 2019; Hipolito-Delgado and Zion 2015; Hope and Bañales 2019; Lardier et al. 
2020). Despite such work, the range of predictors and outcomes related to civic 
engagement, development, and empowerment have been insufficiently explored 
(Christens 2019; Peterson 2014).

There is a need to document the relationship between community-based percep-
tions (e.g., psychological sense of community) and behaviors (e.g., community civic 
participation) and awareness of social justice concerns with dimensions of psycho-
logical empowerment including critical awareness of social issues and the ability to 
enact social change (Lardier et  al. 2019a). Uncovering the ways that racial-ethnic 
minority youth in disenfranchised and oppressed social conditions develop empow-
erment, as well as develop the criticality to engage and understand their world is 
a needed area of understanding. Youth that can engage in their community and 
develop a sense of belongingness not only allows for connection but also empow-
ers youth to examine social conditions that permit social change (Christens 2019). 
Through such social engagement, youth can begin to challenge authority and engage 
in critical counter-narratives.
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Literature Review

Empowerment Theory and Psychological Empowerment

Empowerment is a multilevel construct at the individual (i.e., psychological), 
organizational, and community levels (Peterson 2014; Zimmerman 1995, 2000). 
Empowerment emphasizes action-oriented solutions that relieve the difficulties 
people face within their lives, as well as the ways in which communities can alter 
unjust systems that maintain and perpetuate social oppression (Peterson 2014; 
Zimmerman 1995, 2000). Psychological empowerment is described as a con-
struct developed through ongoing relational processes that allows for the gaining 
of control and mastery over circumstances influencing the lives of people and 
communities (Peterson 2014). The multidimensional nomological framework of 
psychological empowerment encompasses three components: (1) intrapersonal 
component; (2) interactional or cognitive component; and (3) behavioral com-
ponent (Zimmerman 1995). A relational component has also been defined, more 
recently (see Christens 2012). Much of the empowerment literature has focused 
on intrapersonal psychological empowerment, with less research examining the 
cognitive component.

Intrapersonal psychological empowerment is defined as perceptions of con-
trol and a critical awareness of social issues, specific to the sociopolitical system, 
leading to sociopolitical change (Zimmerman 1995, 2000). Intrapersonal psycho-
logical empowerment has been studied through sociopolitical control (SPC) and 
measured through the Sociopolitical Control Scale (SPCS). SPC is conceptual-
ized through self-efficacy motivation, competence, and perceived control (Peter-
son et al. 2011; Zimmerman and Zahniser 1991). Peterson et al. (2011) provided 
the earliest validation of the SPCS for Youth (SPCS-Y). Recent studies have fur-
ther validated an abbreviated version of the SPCS-Y among youth of color (e.g., 
Lardier et  al. 2018c; Opara et  al. 2019). SPC has been associated with partici-
pation in community programming (Speer et  al. 2012; Wilke and Speer 2011), 
a sense of community, ethnic identity, community civic participation (Christens 
et  al. 2018; Lardier et  al. 2018a; Lardier 2018, 2019; Peterson and Reid 2003), 
and a social justice orientation (Lardier et  al. 2019a). The conceptual overlap 
between the intrapersonal psychological empowerment and components of the 
broader nomological psychological empowerment network including cognitive 
psychological empowerment have also been examined.

Cognitive psychological empowerment is defined as a critical awareness of the 
socio-political environment (Speer 2000; Zimmerman 2000). Further, cognitive 
psychological empowerment also centers on the power and ability to engage in 
socio-political change (Speer 2000; Zimmerman 2000). Cognitive psychological 
empowerment comprises four dimensions—critical awareness, decision making, 
resource mobilization, and relational processes that include shaping the ways in 
which power and beliefs manifest to enact change through relationships (Speer 
2000). The Cognitive Empowerment Scale (CES) is adopted to measure cognitive 
psychological empowerment (Christens et al. 2013; Lardier et al. 2020; Rodrigues 
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et  al. 2018) through the source, nature, and instruments of social power (Speer 
and Peterson 2000). Cognitive psychological empowerment, through the CES, 
has been examined as both a process of empowerment (e.g., Rodrigues et  al. 
2018) and in relation to critical consciousness (e.g., Christens et al. 2013, 2018). 
Recently, a version of the CES for youth (CES-Y) was tested and support was 
found for the three-dimensional factor structure. Lardier et al. (2020) tested the 
original iteration of the CES (used in this study) and found support for the factor 
structure of this scale among youth of color. Despite such research, additional 
work is needed that examines cognitive psychological empowerment among ado-
lescents of color (Lardier et al. 2020; Lardier 2019; Rodrigues et al. 2018). The 
present study addresses this gap and underscores the importance of cognitive psy-
chological empowerment in human development.

Psychological Sense of Community and Community Civic Participation

Psychological sense of community and community civic participation are predictive 
of self-worth, leadership, connection to one’s community and culture, and empower-
ment (Christens et al. 2013; Crocetti et al. 2012; Lardier et al. 2019b; Martinez et al. 
2012; McMillan and Chavis 1986; Peterson et  al. 2017). Therefore, psychological 
sense of community and community civic participation are important in the empow-
erment process. These mechanisms are not only critical in the empowerment pro-
cess, but also for and among racial-ethnic minority youth whose lives intersect with 
marginalization, thus justifying the need for understanding the ways these variables 
interact in youth development. We predicted that psychological sense of community 
and community civic participation would have a positive association with ethnic 
identity, social justice orientation, and empowerment dimensions including intrap-
ersonal and cognin-turn leads to critical awareness and perceived ability to enact 
actionableitive psychological empowerment.

Psychological sense of community is defined as perceived belongingness and 
a belief that community members will meet one another’s needs (McMillan 1996; 
McMillan and Chavis 1986). As a multidimensional framework, psychological 
sense of community is defined by four-dimensions: (1) Membership: perceived 
belongingness to an organized collective; (2) Needs Fulfillment: the expectations 
of having one’s needs fulfilled by the community; (3) Influence: making a differ-
ence within your organization, community, or group; and (4) Emotional Connection: 
shared emotional connection through shared histories, sociocultural backgrounds, or 
common places (McMillan and Chavis 1986). Further psychological sense of com-
munity focuses on the individual’s psychological investment in the social system in 
terms of active contributions (McMillan 1996; McMillan and Chavis 1986). This 
conceptualization of psychological sense of community has inspired numerous stud-
ies (e.g., Elfassi et al. 2016; Forenza and Lardier 2017; Gattino et al. 2013; Lardier 
2018; Lardier et  al. 2019a; Rivas-Drake 2012; Távara and Cueto 2015) aimed at 
understanding the relationship psychological sense of community has with various 
indicators related to well-being and empowerment.
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Psychological sense of community has been associated with both the well-being 
and empowerment of individuals, groups, and communities (Elfassi et  al. 2016; 
Lardier et al. 2018d). Youth who feel a sense of community are satisfied and place 
value on their community, increasing their drive toward improving and contribut-
ing to their community (Christens et al. 2013; Gutierrez 1989). Racial-ethnic minor-
ity youth in urban communities that have a stronger perceived psychological sense 
of community have greater ethnic group attachment (Gutierrez 1989; Lardier 2018; 
Rivas-Drake 2012). Studies elsewhere among adolescents of color have also con-
nected psychological sense of community with being buffered from community 
issues such as violence (Lardier et al. 2017) and contributing positively to their com-
munity (Lardier 2018). The existing literature supports the hypothesis that psycho-
logical sense of community will have a positive association with both ethnic iden-
tity and social justice orientation. Yet, unlike psychological sense of community, the 
direct relationship between community civic participation and dimensions of psy-
chological empowerment tends to be a result of co-occurring mechanisms (e.g., eth-
nic group identity).

Youth civic participation has occupied a central role in applied developmental sci-
ence (Blevins et al. 2018). Zurcher (1970) discussed that community civic participation 
encompassed perceived self-efficacy, active citizenry, and decreased disconnection, 
isolation, and alienation. Recent conceptualizations have further theorized civic par-
ticipation as the active participation in the community that encompasses a range of val-
ues and behaviors related to involvement in one’s local community and broader society 
(Christens et al. 2011). These values and behaviors may include, but are not limited to, 
writing a letter or participating in community garden projects that work toward improv-
ing the physical conditions of a community or neighborhood (Chan et al. 2014; Rosen 
2019).

Civically engaged youth are critical to improving and maintaining local, national, 
and global communities (Martinez et al. 2012; Rosen 2019). Research among youth of 
color has noted that these young people may experience lower levels of “conventional” 
civic knowledge, political attitudes, and forms of political participation (e.g., voting, 
contacting policy makers or elected representatives), when compared to White adoles-
cents (Ginwright 2015). However, they may be more inclined to participate community 
service events, religious organizations, and in politically motivated cultural and artistic 
expression (Ginwright et al. 2006). Community civic participation has also been asso-
ciated with psychological sense of community and ethnic group attachment, as well 
as both intrapersonal (Lardier 2018) and cognitive psychological empowerment among 
youth of color (Lardier et al. 2019a). The existing literature seems to, therefore, support 
the hypothesis that community civic participation is not only positively associated with 
psychological sense of community but also an important developmental process that 
is associated with ethnic identity development, well-being, and the empowerment of 
youth of color.
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Ethnic Identity and Social Justice Orientation: The Relationship 
with Psychological Sense of Community, Community Civic Participation, 
and Intrapersonal and Cognitive Psychological Empowerment

This section examines the relationship ethnic identity and social justice orientation 
have with psychological sense of community, community civic participation, and 
both intrapersonal and cognitive psychological empowerment. Few studies have 
examined the intersection of these variables (exceptions include Christens et  al. 
2016). This is noteworthy because the existing research indicates that both commu-
nity civic participation and psychological sense of community are associated with 
ethnic-racial identity (Lardier et  al. 2018a, b, c, d; Lardier 2018, 2019), a greater 
awareness of social injustices, and both intrapersonal and cognitive psychological 
empowerment (Lardier et al. 2019a).

Ethnic identity is defined as an individual’s perceptions, cognitions, and emo-
tions relating to how they understand and relate to their ethnic awareness (Phinney 
1989, 1996). Ethnic identity develops over time as an individual perceives them-
selves within their cultural groups and begins to understand the values and customs 
associated with that group (Phinney and Ong 2007). Among youth of color, ethnic 
identity formation is important during the adolescent developmental period (Rivas-
Drake et al. 2014). Current scholarship uses an integrated conceptualization of eth-
nic identity development that considers both the process through which youth come 
to understand their membership in an ethnic-racial group, as well as the content or 
their ethnic-racial identity beliefs (Umana-Taylor et al. 2014). Identity development, 
however, can be complicated, as those who belong to ethnic groups that have been 
historically marginalized may have difficulty developing a positive sense of self 
(Candelario 2007).

Research on ethnic identity has noted that ethnic-group membership and shared 
experiences, as well as culture, history, and ethnic origin is associated with greater 
community belongingness or sense of community, civic participation, and aware-
ness of social justice issues (Christens et al. 2013; Watts et al. 2011). Youth involved 
in their community, particularly activities with their ethnic-racial group, have access 
to more sources of social support, greater self-esteem (Fisher et al. 2014) and feel 
greater self-efficacy in the sociopolitical domain (Christens et  al. 2018; Gutierrez 
1995; Lardier et al. 2019a). Furthermore, youth of color who have a greater sense of 
their ethnic racial identity feel empowered (Gutierrez 1995; Hipolito-Delgado and 
Zion 2015; Lardier et al. 2019a).

Similarly, having a social justice orientation that stresses collective action 
to reduce injustices (Westheimer and Kahne 2004) has been identified as a key 
component in youth development and the empowerment process (Christens et al. 
2018, 2019a; Shaw Lardier 2014). A social justice orientation incorporates a 
heightened knowledge of social issues, while coupling this knowledge with skills 
that promote deeper inquiry, problem-solving, and action (Shaw et al. 2014). Gin-
wright and Cammarota (2002) specifically discussed that justice-informed frame-
works enable youth to develop an understanding of sociopolitical conditions and 
injustices, driving community action, ethnic group attachment, and empower-
ment. For instance, having a social justice orientation is not only a consequence 



1 3

The Urban Review 

of previous injustices (Schmitt et al. 2005) but also a predictor of empowerment, 
challenging power, and addressing the root causes of social oppression (Catta-
neo and Chapman 2010; Christens et al. 2018; Ginwright and James 2002; Zeldin 
et al. 2018). Some have also identified that a social justice orientation may medi-
ate experiences related to injustice on behavioral outcomes (Giovannelli et  al. 
2018), as well as the association between social responsibility and civic engage-
ment (Hope and Bañales 2019). Therefore, it may be that there is a link between 
social justice orientation and empowerment-based variables.

Taken together, the present research supports the association psychological 
sense of community, community civic participation, ethnic identity, and social 
justice orientation have with both intrapersonal and cognitive psychological 
empowerment. Further research is needed to examine the effects among these 
conceptually related variables. It may be equally important to understand the 
mediating role of both ethnic identity and social justice orientation given that 
the existing research supports the notion that ethnic identity has performed as 
a mediator between community-based predictors and intrapersonal psychological 
empowerment (Garcia-Reid et al. 2013; Lardier 2018, 2019). It is also reasonable 
to conclude that social justice orientation will perform as an important media-
tor given that collective group identity and civic engagement is often positively 
associated with a critical awareness of social justice concerns, and the interest in 
eradicating such injustices (Diemer and Rapa 2016; Dinzey-Flores et  al. 2019; 
Lardier et al. 2019a; Rivas-Drake et al. 2014; Umana-Taylor et al. 2014).
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Fig. 1  Hypothesized model of psychological sense of community and community civic engagement pre-
dicting intrapersonal psychological empowerment and cognitive psychological empowerment through 
ethnic identity and social justice orientation among youth of color
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The Purpose

Drawing on a sample of racial-ethnic minority urban youth, we hypothesized (see 
Fig. 1) that both psychological sense of community and community civic participa-
tion would be directly associated with both ethnic identity and social justice ori-
entation, and indirectly related to both intrapersonal and cognitive psychological 
empowerment. We also generated an alternative path model (see Fig. 2) to assess the 
hypothesized ordering of relationships between variables given the lack of longitu-
dinal data (Thompson 2000). Results provide important thoughts for empowerment 
research and youth work programming in under-served communities.

Methods

Sample and Design

This study was part of a larger Center for Substance Abuse Prevention Minority 
AIDS Initiative grant. Data collected helped to inform environmental strategies and 
prevention-intervention protocols specific to the grant initiative and target com-
munity. Students were recruited through their high school’s physical education and 
health classes. This allowed all students who attended school an equal opportunity 
to participate in the study. Students who returned both parental consent and student 
assent forms were eligible to complete the survey.

Participants included 383 students from an urban school district in northeastern 
quadrant of the United States. Students were predominantly Hispanic/Latinx (75%), 
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Fig. 2  Alternative model of intrapersonal psychological empowerment and cognitive psychological 
empowerment predicting psychological sense of community and community civic engagement through 
social justice orientation and ethnic identity among youth of color
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female (53.1%) and between 13 and 15  years of age (51%; range 13–18  years of 
age). Approximately, 29.2% were in 9th grade, 45.7% in 10th grade, 6% in 11th 
grade, and 19.1% in 12th grade. Majority of students were on free or reduced lunch 
(70%), a proxy for low socioeconomic status.

Measurement

Data were collected using a 120-item pencil-based survey. Various outcome behav-
iors were assessed based on measures from the Youth Risk Behavioral Surveillance 
Survey (YRBSS; e.g., 30-day substance use, sexually risky behavior; Kann et  al. 
2014). In addition, the survey also captured data relevant to intrapersonal psycho-
logical empowerment, psychological sense of community, community civic engage-
ment, ethnic identity, and social justice orientation. Five measures were included in 
the current analysis. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics, associated alpha levels 
(Cronbach’s α), and a correlation matrix for all measured variables.

Psychological Sense of Community

Youth participants completed the 8-item Brief Sense of Community Scale (BSCS), 
measuring psychological sense of community (McMillan and Chavis 1986; Peterson 
et  al. 2008). The BSCS was designed to assess four-dimensions of psychological 
sense of community: needs fulfillment, group membership, influence, and emotional 
connection. Sample items included: “I feel connected to this neighborhood. I have 
a say about what goes on in my neighborhood.” Youth participants responded on a 
five-point Likert scale that ranged from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). 
Prior studies have demonstrated the reliability of this scale among U.S. Hispanic/
Latinx and African America/Black urban youth (overall scale: Cronbach’s α = .85, 
Mean [M] = 3.08, Standard Deviation [SD] = .89; Lardier et al. 2018d). For the cur-
rent study, scores were averaged and combined.

Table 1  Correlations and descriptive statistics for study variables (N = 383)

*p < .05; **p < .01

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Psychological Sense of Community – .10* .12* .12** .41** .20**
2. Ethnic Identity – .11** .14** .12** .12**
3. Community Civic Participation – .10** .12* .12**
4. Social Justice Orientation – .15** .39**
5. Intrapersonal Psychological Empowerment – .30**
6. Cognitive Psychological Empowerment –
Mean 3.18 3.62 3.18 3.76 3.30 3.75
SD .80 .85 1.20 .68 .62 .68
Range 1–5 1–4 1–5 1–5 1–5 1–5
α .88 .80 .80 .83 .89 .89
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Community Civic Participation

Youth participants also reported on their community civic participation using a 
5-item measure from the Student Survey of Risk and Protective Factors/Community 
Participation scale (Arthur et al. 2002). Sample item included: “How often do you 
go to meetings/engage in activities in your community?” Participants responded to 
items using a 4-point Likert scale ranging from never (1) to almost every day (4). 
Speer and Peterson (2000) demonstrated support for the reliability of this scale, and 
through Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) identified a single underlying partici-
pation scale. Scores were average and combined.

Ethnic Identity

Youth participants responded on their ethnic identity using a 6-item ethnic identity 
measure. This measure was developed by the federal funding agency. Sample item 
included: “I participate in cultural practices of my own ethnic group.” Participants 
responded to each item on a four-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree 
(1) to strongly agree (5). Prior studies have indicated support for this 6-item measure 
(e.g., Lardier et al. 2019a). Scores were averaged and combined.

Social Justice Orientation

Youth participants completed a 4-item scale that assessed identification as a justice-
oriented citizen or an orientation to civic life and social issues that stress collective 
action to reduce injustices (Westheimer and Kahne 2004). Sample items included: 
“After high school, I will work with others to change unfair laws,” and “I think it is 
important to challenge things that are not equal in society” (Flanagan et al. 2009). 
Responses were collected using a 5-point Likert scale from strongly disagree (1) to 
strongly agree (5). Scores were averaged and combined.

Cognitive Psychological Empowerment

Youth completed 14-items from the Cognitive Empowerment Scale (CES). Partici-
pants responded using a five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to 
strongly agree (5). Several studies have engaged in rigorous evaluations of the CES 
among various youth populations (e.g., urban youth, Portuguese Youth) and con-
firmed the factor structure of the CES encompassing three separate subscales: power 
through relationships, nature of problem/political functioning and shaping ideolo-
gies (e.g., Lardier et  al. 2020; Rodrigues et  al. 2018; Speer et  al. 2019). In these 
studies, Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .77 to .89. Sample items included: “Only 
by working together can we (citizens) make changes in [city name],” and “When 
community members and students work for change, it doesn’t take long for them 
to experience negative consequences.” For the current study, the four-item meas-
ure of power through relationships (Cronbach’s α = .81), the four-item measure of 
nature of power/political functioning (Cronbach’s α = .73), and the six-item measure 
of shaping ideologies (Cronbach’s α = .81) were averaged and combined.
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Intrapersonal Psychological Empowerment

Youth participants completed the 17-item version of the SPCS-Y that measures 
intrapersonal psychological empowerment (Lardier et  al. 2018c; Peterson et  al. 
2011). Participants responded on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disa-
gree (1) to strongly agree (5). Prior studies have engaged in rigorous evaluations of 
the SPCS-Y among youth samples and supported that the SPCS-Y encompasses two 
specific subscales: leadership competence and policy control (Lardier et al. 2018c; 
Opara et al. 2019; Peterson et al. 2011). In these studies, Cronbach’s alphas ranged 
from .88 to .89. Sample items included: “I am a leader in groups,” and “My friends 
and I can really understand what’s going on with my community or school.” For the 
current study, items from the 17-item measure were averaged and combined.

Data Analysis Plan

Preliminary Analysis

Using Little’s MCAR Test, data were examined for type and level of missingness. 
Analyses revealed that data were likely missing completely at random (MCAR) 
(χ2 = [df = 70] 117.88, p = .12). Missing data were handled using maximum likeli-
hood (ML) estimations through AMOS SEM software. Handling missing data 
through AMOS SEM allows for a theoretically informed direct approach to missing 
data through modeling, opposed to other imputation methods, which can be desig-
nated as indirect (Byrne 2013).

Next, normality, descriptive statistics, alpha level reliabilities (Cronbach’s α), and 
a bivariate correlation matrix were examined. Data appeared to have relatively nor-
mal distribution (see Table 1). No issues of multicollinearity were noted. No con-
spicuous outliers were noted. Analyses through AMOS SEM software examines 
the covariance matrix through ML estimations and sidesteps issues associated with 
influential outliers that would impact model fit, normality, and limits the impact on 
parameter estimates (Hancock and Liu 2012). Gender, age, Hispanic/Latinx ethnic-
identity, and African American/Black racial-identity were examined for inclusion in 
path analysis model. No differences were present between covariates and main ana-
lytic variables.

Main Analytic Procedures

Path analyses were conducted using ML procedures to analyze the variance–covari-
ance matrix through AMOS SEM (Arbuckle 2013). Path analyses were used to 
examine the association community civic participation and psychological sense of 
community had on cognitive and intrapersonal psychological empowerment through 
both ethnic identity and social justice orientation (see Fig. 3). Model fit is considered 
good if the χ2 value is Non-significant, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Goodness 
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of Fit Index (GFI) are ≥ .95 (adequate if ≥ .90), the Root Mean Square Error of 
Approximation (RMSEA) is ≤ .06 (adequate if ≤ .08) (West et al. 2012). The Akaike 
Information Criterion (AIC) and Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) were used to 
compare model fit between models (West et al. 2012). Bias-corrected bootstrap con-
fidence intervals were also used to test the significance of the mediational associa-
tions through ethnic identity and social justice orientation. Bias-corrected bootstrap 
confidence intervals provide more accurate intervals for small samples (Efron and 
Tibshirani 1994), skewed distributions of the indirect effect estimates (Mallinckrodt 
et  al. 2006), and improve the power of the test of the indirect effect (Shrout and 
Bolger 2002).

Limitations are present with regard to examining mediation cross-sectionally 
(Kline 2015). Sensitivity analyses with alternative modeling specifications were 
employed to address potential methodological biases associated with testing medi-
ation cross-sectionally (Thompson 2000). See Fig.  2, for hypothesized alternative 
model.

Results

All main analytic variables were correlated (see Table 1). See Fig. 3 for over-iden-
tified path model, which displays only statistically significant paths and presents 
standardized beta weights. The unconstrained model showed good overall model 
fit for the sample data: χ2 (1) = 1.13, p = .28; GFI = .99; AGFI = .97; CFI = .99; 
RMSEA = .03 (95% CI .01, .04), AIC = 71.13 (Saturated = 72.00); BIC = 269.21 
(Saturated = 297.02).
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Fig. 3  Standardized beta weights of psychological sense of community and community civic engagement 
predicting intrapersonal psychological empowerment and cognitive psychological empowerment through 
ethnic identity and social justice orientation among youth of color (N = 383)
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Direct paths were present between psychological sense of community and ethnic 
identity (p < .05), as well as both intrapersonal (p < .001) and cognitive psychologi-
cal empowerment (p < .01). Community civic participation was directly associated 
with social justice orientation (p < .05) and cognitive psychological empowerment 
(p < .05); no direct paths were present to ethnic identity and intrapersonal psycho-
logical empowerment. Ethnic identity had a direct relationship with social justice 
orientation (p < .001), intrapersonal psychological empowerment (p < .01), and cog-
nitive psychological empowerment (p < .001). Social justice orientation was directly 
linked to both intrapersonal (p < .001) and cognitive psychological empowerment 
(p < .001).

Using bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals, the following indirect associ-
ations were present through ethnic identity: Community civic participation and both 
cognitive (indirect effect = .03, 95% CIs .01–.04, p = .02) and intrapersonal psycho-
logical empowerment (indirect effect = .03, 95% CIs .01–.04, p = .03); psychologi-
cal sense of community and both cognitive (indirect effect = .04, 95% CIs .01–.05, 
p = .02) and intrapersonal psychological empowerment (indirect effect = .03, 95% 
CIs .01–.04, p = .03). The following indirect relationships were also present through 
social justice orientation: community civic participation and both cognitive (indi-
rect effect = .05, 95% CIs .01–.07, p = .05) and intrapersonal psychological empow-
erment (indirect effect = .02, 95% CIs .01–.04, p = .04); psychological sense of 
community and both cognitive (indirect effect = .04, 95% CIs .01–.04, p = .04) and 
intrapersonal psychological empowerment (indirect effect = .02, 95% CIs .01–.04, 
p = .04).

The decompensation of effects indicated that ethnic identity mediated approxi-
mately 33% of the effect between community civic participation and both cognitive 
and intrapersonal psychological empowerment, as well as 13% and 10% of the effect 
psychological sense of community had on both cognitive and intrapersonal psycho-
logical empowerment, respectively. Social justice orientation mediated approxi-
mately 83% of the effect community civic participation had on both cognitive and 
intrapersonal psychological empowerment. Social justice orientation mediated 
approximately 27% of the effect psychological sense of community had on cognitive 
psychological empowerment and 31.7% of the effect on intrapersonal psychological 
empowerment.

Analyses of the alternative model (Fig.  2) indicated that the overall model fit 
to the data was less than adequate, when compared to that of the original model. 
Fit indices were as follows: χ2 (1) = 2.15, p = .01. Both were outside the range of 
acceptable model-to-data fit. The other fit indices also indicated less than adequate 
model fit. The RMSEA, .10 (90% CI .08, .15), GFI = .93, AGFI = .94, TLI = .86, 
AIC = 55.23 (Saturated = 72.00); BIC = 269.21 (Saturated = 297.02). Comparing the 
AIC and BIC, the hypothesized model provided the best fit to the sample data, with 
the AIC (71.13) for the hypothesized model closest to the saturated model of 72.00, 
which indicates that the hypothesized model provided a better fit to the sample data 
(West et al. 2012). The BIC was 269.21 for the hypothesized model and 289.90 for 
the alternative model, with a difference greater than 10.00 present, indicating that 
the hypothesized model with the lower BIC had a better model-fit (West et al. 2012). 
Based on these findings, the most probable order of association is that psychological 
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sense of community and community civic participation have an association with 
both cognitive and intrapersonal psychological empowerment through both ethnic 
identity and social justice orientation.

Discussion

First, our findings revealed that both ethnic identity and social justice orientation 
mediated the association between community civic participation and psychological 
sense of community and both intrapersonal and cognitive psychological empower-
ment. Specifically, ethnic identity mediated the association psychological sense of 
community had on intrapersonal psychological empowerment and social justice ori-
entation, which provides preliminary evidence indicating that psychological sense 
of community is positively associated with ethnic identity development and has a 
connection to youth’s perceived intrapersonal psychological empowerment (Lardier 
2018, 2019). Results also show that participation in one’s ethnic group may make 
one more interested in civic life, addressing social issues that stress collective action 
to reduce injustices, and be more critically aware of the sociopolitical environment. 
It is reasonable to conclude that psychological sense of community or community 
belongingness may be predictive of collective social group identity, which in-turn 
leads to critical awareness and perceived ability to enact actionable change (Chris-
tens et al. 2018; Gutierrez 1989; Lardier 2019; Lardier et al. 2019a, b).

Regarding community civic participation, social justice orientation mediated 57% 
and 50% of the relationship with both intrapersonal and cognitive psychological 
empowerment, respectively. These findings point toward the role community civic 
participation has in drawing attention to social injustices and promoting youth’s 
critical awareness of issues within the sociopolitical domain, as well as youth’s 
perceived ability to enact change (Christens et  al. 2018; Diemer and Rapa 2016; 
Lardier et  al. 2019a, b). If we consider both empowerment and models of critical 
consciousness, community civic participation influences individuals’ awareness of 
social injustices and their awareness of their social world, how power is generated 
and maintained, and their perceived ability to be leaders and enact change in the 
sociopolitical domain (Diemer and Rapa 2016; Lardier 2019). As Luque-Ribelles 
and Portillo (2009) stress, through community civic participation, people change 
along with their relationships in their context, are critically aware of power, learn 
how to enact sociopolitical change, and rupture hierarchical structures of inequality. 
Hence, community civic participation “broadens the spectrum of traditional youth 
development”, promoting youth critical awareness and activism (Kwon 2013, p. 19).

Second, results display the theoretical path between both ethnic identity and both 
intrapersonal and cognitive psychological empowerment, as well as to a social jus-
tice orientation. Of interest was the relationship ethnic identity had with social jus-
tice orientation and indirectly with both intrapersonal and cognitive psychological 
empowerment. These findings provide preliminary evidence on the empirical role of 
ethnic identity among dimensions of empowerment and related mechanisms, includ-
ing social justice orientation. In particular, results showed that individuals with 
stronger internalized perceptions of their ethnic identity may experience empowered 
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ways of thinking and feeling, and that these perceptions may be mediated through an 
awareness of social injustices (Christens et al. 2018; Gutierrez 1989; Lardier 2018, 
2019; Umana-Taylor et al. 2014). For that reason, urban youth of color who are pro-
vided access to community participation activities and have a strong psychological 
sense of community may develop a stronger ethnic identity, which limits perceived 
feelings of isolation and augments psychological empowerment (Lardier 2019). In 
addition, urban youth of color with strong ethnic group identities may be aware of 
social injustices, due to the intersection of their marginalized identities and living 
in under-served, segregated communities that require that these youth be critically 
aware of their social circumstances (Christens et al. 2018; Lardier et al. 2019a, b; 
Speer and Peterson 2000).

The relationships identified, heretofore, specify the importance of supportive 
community environments and community civic participation in promoting ethnic 
group identity, a social justice orientation, and in-turn aspects of empowerment that 
relate to perceived ability to enact social change and a critical awareness of power 
and social inequality. We can discern that participation in civic engagement and 
the formation of a positive sense of community may shift adolescent developmen-
tal pathways and form a cascading effect, wherein youth pursue “thoughtful strate-
gies for social change [and] may simultaneously empower youth to view themselves 
and personal trajectories differently” (Strobel et al., p. 198). Said in a different way, 
youth who are granted opportunities for civic engagement and who develop a sense 
of belongingness may be aware of injustices and social issues, and in-turn develop 
conceptions for justice, equity, and change.

Implications for Youth Programming

Youth-based organizations are often stymied in their ability to engage youth in criti-
cal and empowering ways of being (Kwon 2013). This is due to funding mechanisms 
stressing an individualized focus of youth development, opposed to stressing collec-
tive action and youth organizing as important components to how youth make mean-
ing in their lives and engage their social world (Kwon 2013). An important question 
for youth-based community programs is how to foster not only youth belonging-
ness, but also community civic participation, ethnic identity, and a critical awareness 
of social injustices in order to understand and challenge power and feel capable of 
enacting change in the sociopolitical realm.

Findings provide insight into the importance of providing youth opportunities for 
direct civic engagement and fostering a sense of belongingness to facilitate ethnic-
group identity, critical awareness, and sociopolitical agency. Constructing youth as 
social and political participants is not about “citizens in the making” but instead 
realizing that when given the opportunity youth are capable of political agency and 
activism. This broadens our understanding of youth development and realizes the 
critical juncture empowerment can have in promoting social belongingness and 
aspects of critical consciousness (Christens et  al. 2018). It is important to incor-
porate youth in various types of community projects and opportunities for social 
engagement to develop outcomes examined in this study (Lardier et al. 2019a, b). 
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Youth-based community programs that find perceptive ways of engaging youth out-
side of the requirements of their funding stream can be useful locations to develop 
politically active and engaged actors of young people (Lardier et al. 2019a, b).

Limitations

There were several limitations to the study. First the study was cross-sectional; 
therefore, the direction of effects and mediational effects cannot be firmly estab-
lished. While important results were identified, future research needs to replicate 
findings using mediation analyses longitudinally. Such analyses would help to 
uncover developmental processes and further unpack the temporal order of variables 
overtime (Kline 2015). While one study has examined two waves of data focused on 
community participation and psychological empowerment, as part of a larger evalu-
ation study (Christens et al. 2011), research is needed that examines empowerment 
constructs longitudinally. Second, given the heterogeneity present within Hispanic/
Latinx and African American/Black populations, future research should examine 
within-group differences. This would allow for a nuanced inspection of the mecha-
nisms tested in this study and expand our understanding of the empowerment lit-
erature. And third, although two dimensions of psychological empowerment were 
examined in this study (i.e., intrapersonal and cognitive psychological empower-
ment), which is unique, the Cognitive Empowerment Scale (CES) specifically used 
to examine cognitive psychological empowerment has not been thoroughly validated 
among diverse groups of youth (exceptions include Lardier et  al. 2020). Future 
research is urged to validate the CES among various groups of youth, as well as the 
entire psychological empowerment nomological structure (exceptions include Rod-
rigues et al. 2018).

Conclusion

Despite these limitations, this study contributes to the current literature that consid-
ers how to develop youth empowerment, particularly youth psychological empow-
erment. Findings display that community civic participation, psychological sense 
of community, ethnic identity and social justice orientation may influence not only 
youth development, but also in how youth develop psychological empowerment. 
The results provide an argument for youth to be actively involved in the sociopoliti-
cal realm and as change agents within their community. Notably, this study moves 
away from an ‘at-risk’ perspective and instead examines the ways in which we can 
empower youth to be change agents. As researchers and practitioners of positive 
youth development, “we must consider the empowering cultural wealth within and 
among urban youth and their communities,” create community and youth partner-
ships (Lardier 2019, p. 100).
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