
Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research

ISSN: 0031-3831 (Print) 1470-1170 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/csje20

Civic engagement in early adolescence: a
contextual view on the civic-oriented activities
among Finnish 6th graders

Miikka Korventausta, Marjaana Veermans, Tomi Jaakkola & Tero Järvinen

To cite this article: Miikka Korventausta, Marjaana Veermans, Tomi Jaakkola & Tero Järvinen
(19 May 2025): Civic engagement in early adolescence: a contextual view on the civic-oriented
activities among Finnish 6th graders, Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, DOI:
10.1080/00313831.2025.2506381

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2025.2506381

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 19 May 2025.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=csje20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/csje20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/00313831.2025.2506381
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2025.2506381
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=csje20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=csje20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00313831.2025.2506381?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00313831.2025.2506381?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00313831.2025.2506381&domain=pdf&date_stamp=19%20May%202025
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00313831.2025.2506381&domain=pdf&date_stamp=19%20May%202025
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=csje20


Civic engagement in early adolescence: a contextual view on the 
civic-oriented activities among Finnish 6th graders
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ABSTRACT  
This study examines the civic engagement of early adolescents through 
the lens of Social Cognitive Theory, focusing on the scope of civic- 
oriented activities they engage in, along with the spaces and social 
environments where these activities occur. The study is based on 
interview data from 6th-grade Finnish students (N = 20; ages 12–13), 
which was analysed using thematic analysis. The findings indicate that 
civic engagement is already broad and diverse among early 
adolescents. The study identifies four main categories of civic-oriented 
activities that early adolescents perform: awareness and education, 
communication, community involvement, and formal participation. 
These activities take place across seven different physical and digital 
spaces and within seven distinct social environments, from those close 
to the individual to more distant and broader.
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Introduction

Recent years have witnessed a substantial interest in research on youth civic engagement, exploring 
a variety of factors and contexts that influence youths’ participation in civic life (Amnå & Zetter
berg, 2010; Barrett & Pachi, 2019; Wray-Lake et al., 2017). Studies have delved into diverse 
areas, such as the relationship between youth civic engagement and social media (Loader et al., 
2014; Lonkila & Jokivuori, 2023; Oden & Porter, 2020), mental health (Fenn et al., 2024; Wiium 
et al., 2010), and the personal and social identities (Lannegrand-Willems et al., 2018). Additionally, 
studies have considered the role of education in youth civic engagement from multiple perspectives 
(Desjardins & Wiksten, 2022; Lenzi et al., 2014; Neundorf et al., 2016; Pontes et al., 2019; Tzankova 
et al., 2023; White & Mistry, 2019), along with cohort and generational differences (Andersen et al., 
2021; Grütter & Buchmann, 2022), and the development of civic engagement during the adoles
cence (Wray-Lake & Shubert, 2019). This surge in research coincides with the rise of socio-political 
movements led by children and youth, such as Fridays for Future and Extinction Rebellion (Biswas 
& Mattheis, 2022; Huttunen, 2021; Pickard, 2022).

In scholarly literature, civic engagement generally refers to individuals’ behavioural and psycho
logical aspects that relate to situations beyond their immediate environment of family and friends 
(Barrett & Pachi, 2019; Ekman & Amnå, 2012; Torney-Purta et al., 2010). The concept overlaps with 
political engagement, which refers more specifically to the individual’s engagement with political 
institutions, processes and decision-making (see, e.g., Barrett & Pachi, 2019, p. 3). In this study, 
we use the term civic engagement, as we are interested in all civic-oriented activities the early ado
lescents perform. Even though the research in the field is rich, studies on youth civic engagement 
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tend to focus on adolescents and young adults over 14, often overlooking younger ones. Conse
quently, there remains a notable gap in the understanding of civic engagement among early ado
lescents – those aged 10–13 years old who are transitioning from childhood to adolescence 
(Smetana et al., 2006). Moreover, recent scholarly discussions have highlighted the importance 
of research perspectives that focus on children’s viewpoints (Biswas et al., 2024; Wall, 2022). 
These perspectives challenge the traditional adult-centred focus in social research and advocate 
for recognising children as active participants with their own political agency.

There are only a few studies that have delved particularly into the civic engagement of the men
tioned age group. Oosterhoff et al. (2021) utilised social network analysis to examine the association 
of social connectedness and civic engagement among middle-school students in the United States. 
They found evidence that early adolescents’ civic engagement is connected with their social position 
among their peers; however, the associations are highly nuanced and dependent on the dimension 
of civic engagement that is studied. In another study conducted among US middle school students, 
Voight and Torney-Purta (2013) employed latent class analysis to form a typology of civic engage
ment in early adolescence. They identified three groups of youth who varied based on their civic 
behaviours and attitudes: those who were not engaged (civic moderates), those who were both 
behaviourally and attitudinally engaged (social justice actors) and those who had strong civic atti
tudes but were less behaviourally engaged (social justice sympathisers). Despite these contributions, 
the field still lacks a broad understanding of where and with whom early adolescents engage in civic- 
oriented activities. Recent efforts to develop measures for children’s civic engagement (McLoughlin 
et al., 2024) highlight the scarcity of comprehensive studies encompassing both children and early 
adolescents, resulting in a dearth of research focused on this age group.

In this study, we analyse, using interview data, the civic engagement of 12–13-year-old Finnish 
early adolescents at the end of sixth grade, when they are about to transition from primary to second
ary school. We aim to draw a holistic picture of their civic-oriented activities and the related environ
ments in which they engage during the period, which often involves changes in their social contexts, 
marking a passage from childhood to adolescence. Furthermore, at the end of sixth grade, Finnish 
students have completed two years of social studies, with the curriculum designed to impart the prin
ciples of civic participation (Finnish National Board of Education, 2016). Consequently, they can be 
expected to have a basic understanding of civic and political life, enhancing their capacity to reflect on 
these topics. This cohort, therefore, offers a compelling case for examining the topic.

Objectives and theoretical underpinnings of the study

The present study is guided by the following three research questions: 

1. What is the scope of the civic-oriented activities in which Finnish early adolescents participate?
2. Where do they engage in these activities?
3. With whom do they interact while engaged in these activities?

The theoretical framework of the study draws on Bandura’s (1986) Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), 
which posits that human behaviour and learning are shaped through the reciprocal interaction of 
individual behaviour, environmental conditions and personal and cognitive factors. In the context 
of civic engagement, behaviour refers to the civic-oriented activities that individuals perform, and 
the environmental conditions encompass the physical and digital spaces, as well as the social 
environments in which these activities occur. This study specifically focuses on these two dimen
sions – behaviour and environmental conditions – while excluding the personal and cognitive 
dimension, which has been thoroughly investigated in previous studies (e.g., Barrett & Pachi, 
2019; Schulz et al., 2016, 2023), from the analysis to narrow the scope.

The theoretical framework drawing on SCT, illustrated in Figure 1, also serves as the basis for the 
three empirical research questions. The first research question addresses the behavioural dimension 
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of civic engagement by examining the scope of actions that early adolescents undertake in relation 
to social, political or community issues in everyday life. These actions are referred to as civic- 
oriented activities, which can be manifested in various forms, including activism (Huttunen, 
2021), media following (Wunderlich et al., 2022), participating in community events (Wray-Lake 
& Abrams, 2020), and engaging in discussions or debates about civic issues (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 
2016).

The second and third research questions examine the environmental conditions that form the 
context in which civic-oriented activities occur. These conditions are explored through two distinct 
lenses: the physical and digital spaces where activities take place and the social environments that 
reflect the interpersonal interactions within those spaces. Civic engagement is a process that devel
ops through political socialisation, wherein individuals form their political identities, values, and 
behaviours (Neundorf & Smets, 2017). This process unfolds in various spaces such as schools (Rin
nooy Kan et al., 2021), social media (Xenos et al., 2014), social organisations (Holecz et al., 2022), 
and public spaces (Kallio & Häkli, 2011b). The second research question seeks to identify and cat
egorise these spaces where early adolescents engage in civic-oriented activities.

The third research question extends the investigation to social environments, exploring the 
groups of people with whom early adolescents interact during civic-oriented activities. While spaces 
answer the question of where civic engagement takes place, social environments address the ques
tion of with whom these interactions occur. Previous research has highlighted the significance of 
various social groups, such as school communities (Quintelier, 2010), parents (Gidengil et al., 
2016; Kestilä-Kekkonen et al., 2025), friends (Koskimaa & Rapeli, 2015), and grandparents (Giden
gil et al., 2021) in shaping adolescents’ civic engagement. Furthermore, the rise of social media has 
introduced new opportunities for youth civic engagement, broadening the scope of both spaces and 
social environments (Andersen et al., 2021). By distinguishing between spaces and social environ
ments, this framework provides a more structured understanding of the environmental conditions 
influencing early adolescents’ civic engagement.

In conclusion, by answering the three empirical research questions, this study aims to advance 
the understanding of early civic engagement processes through the lens of SCT. Particularly, the 
study sheds light on the scope of civic-oriented activities and the environmental conditions that 
influence early adolescents’ engagement in civic life.

Methods

Participants

The participants in this interview study were 20 sixth-graders (from 12 to 13 years old) from three 
ordinary urban schools in Southwest Finland. They were selected through a purposive sampling 

Figure 1. The theoretical framework of the study, drawing on the Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986).
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strategy, based on their responses to a background survey on civic engagement, which was admi
nistered to a larger population of 6th-graders (N = 157). The survey was conducted between January 
and March 2020. The aim was to acquire a diverse group of students with varying levels of civic 
engagement – characterised by differences in political knowledge, interest, efficacy, and willingness 
to participate – in order to obtain varied and comprehensive insights into the research questions.

The selection process involved identifying students who represented distinct civic engagement 
profiles, which were assigned based on the results of the k-means cluster analysis of their survey 
responses. The first profile (n = 5) reported higher-than-average in all dimensions of civic engage
ment. The second profile (n = 7) had a high willingness to participate in society, but the other 
dimensions were average. The third profile (n = 5) reported average levels in all dimensions of 
civic engagement. The fourth profile (n = 3) reported lower-than-average in all dimensions of 
civic engagement. No background information was gathered except age and gender, as the aim 
of the study was not to examine the effect of the background variables but to give a voice at the 
general level for adolescents.

Interview data and analysis

Interview data were collected through semi-structured interviews (the interview agenda is provided in 
Appendix), which were conducted and audio-recorded in May 2020 by the first author during the final 
two weeks of participants’ sixth grade. Interviews were chosen as the research method due to their ability 
to capture in-depth insights into the participants’ opinions and experiences, which is particularly valu
able for understanding the nuances of civic engagement. This is in line with recent scholarly discussions 
that have highlighted the importance of research perspectives that focus on children’s viewpoints (Bis
was et al., 2024; Wall, 2022). However, the method also presented challenges, as some participants were 
shy and reluctant to share their opinions, making it difficult to elicit detailed responses. It is important to 
acknowledge that participants had the right to choose whether or not to share their thoughts, which 
sometimes resulted in less detailed responses. On the other hand, by interviewing adolescents, they 
acknowledge to be seen and heard, compared to just answering a survey. It was also possible to ask 
some clarifying questions when it was not clear what was mentioned.

The interviews were implemented online and lasted approximately 20–35 min each. The inter
views were scheduled to take place within the duration of one school lesson, which set the time
frame for each interview. The data were transcribed and analysed using NVivo 12 software, 
which provides extensive tools for coding and categorising text-based research data. Pseudonyms 
were employed in the analyses to avoid unnecessary use of personal data, and the personal infor
mation of participants was stored in a separate document. Coding and analysis were conducted 
using the Finnish language. However, English translations of the themes, categories, and interview 
excerpts are reported in this paper.

The data was analysed using thematic analysis, a method that involves identifying patterns, 
themes, and categories in the data and interpreting them in relation to the research questions 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019). This approach provided the possibility to capture a comprehensive 
understanding of the participants’ perceptions and opinions, and attach them to the theoretical 
framework and research questions of the present study. The analysis was conducted in three stages, 
beginning with the first author reading through the transcripts several times to become familiar 
with the interview material and to gain an initial understanding of the data. After this, an inductive 
approach was utilised to code the data, ensuring that the initial codes were generated from the data 
rather than were predetermined by the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). After the first 
round of coding, an inter-rater agreement with a second author was conducted for codes in 25% 
of the interviews, with 86% agreement. All the authors then collaborated to reach a consensus 
on a unified coding system, which was subsequently used to analyse the entire dataset.

To refine our analysis further, the emergent codes were organised into broader themes. These 
thematic categories were informed by existing literature on youth civic engagement, facilitating a 
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conceptual bridge between our inductively generated codes and the established theoretical con
structs of civic engagement (Barrett & Pachi, 2019; Ekman & Amnå, 2012; Torney-Purta et al., 
2010). This process of thematic organisation did not predetermine the coding but instead provided 
a structured lens through which the codes could be examined and grouped. This method allowed us 
to remain grounded in the participants’ perceptions while gradually integrating theoretical perspec
tives. After multiple reviews, refining, and combining or separating the themes, all the authors 
agreed on the final thematic structure. Finally, the outcomes of the thematic analysis were aligned 
with the predefined theoretical framework, categorising each theme according to its relevance to the 
dimensions of the framework: civic-oriented activities, spaces, or social environments. This process 
ensured that the themes accurately reflected the data and were based on the participants’ responses. 
The saturation of themes was reached after analysing all data, thus confirming that the sample of 20 
participants adequately represented the scope of the study (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).

Ethics

The research was conducted following the ethical principles for research involving human partici
pants (see Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity (TENK), 2013), and it was approved by the 
Ethical Committee of the University of Turku (approval number: 31/2019). Informed consent was 
obtained from both the participants and their legal guardians. The study was voluntary-based, and 
the schools, classes, or individuals did not receive any rewards for participating in it. All the par
ticipants could withdraw from the study at any time without consequences.

Results

Figure 2 presents a comprehensive view of the 18 themes that emerged from the interviews. These 
themes are grouped into three distinct categories following the research questions of this study: 
civic-oriented activities, spaces and social environments. The themes are discussed in more detail 
in the following sections, which are organised according to the three research questions (RQ1–3).

Perceived civic-oriented activities (RQ1.)

The analysis revealed four distinct forms of civic-oriented activities (Table 1). These activities 
encompass a diverse range of behavioural engagement forms, demonstrating how early adolescents 
can be involved in civic life.

The first category, awareness and education, primarily involves the cognitive process of learning 
and following social and political issues. Participants described having the opportunity to vote in 
mock elections organised by their social studies teachers or engaging in learning tasks during social 
studies lessons. Education, therefore, can be viewed as a formal means of practising engagement in 
social issues. Awareness represents a more informal or non-formal type of civic-oriented activity. 
Participants reported following various media channels based on personal interest or as a result 
of exposure to their parents’ viewing habits, such as watching the news on television during morn
ing routines. The participants also read articles and opinion pieces on political issues, reflecting 
their internal motivation to comprehend and engage with these topics. In addition, one participant 
reported that they watched the weekly televised question hour in parliament, where the opposition 
and government debate current politics.

During the research period, the COVID-19 outbreak occurred, and participants were required to 
watch official government information events and read articles about the situation. News-following 
activities included reading traditional newspapers, watching television, and engaging with social 
media. One participant described following the news through specific Instagram accounts that 
share the news. Participants also watched news that was especially targeted at children on the 
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website of Finland’s largest newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat. One individual obtained news through 
Google, and other online newspapers were also mentioned.

Social media accounted for a significant number of ways in which participants followed social 
and political issues. They passively followed athletes, social media influencers, politicians, and 
celebrities, mainly on Instagram. Interpreting memes was also mentioned, with one participant 
recalling reading articles and seeing memes (about Greta Thunberg) in a WhatsApp group of 
relatives.

The second category, communication, encompasses debates and discussions, expressing 
opinions in various ways, or sending messages to influential people about specific cases. The par
ticipants described how, if they wanted to act on some issue, it was possible to send a message or 
letter to a member of parliament, officials or social media influencers. Participants talked about cur
rent political and societal issues such as COVID-19, climate change and the selection of the new 
prime minister in Finland, with parents, siblings, friends, and teachers. They also provided sugges
tions for organising schoolwork in their school communities. The communication situations 

Figure 2. Result of the thematic analysis: Contextual framework of youth civic engagement.

Table 1. The scope of civic-oriented activities.

Civic-oriented activity Description

Awareness and 
education

Staying informed about current events and social issues through social and traditional media sources. 
Studying social issues formally in school and informally elsewhere.

Communication Engaging in conversations and expressing opinions, both formal and informal, in digital and in-person 
contexts, verbally or through other communication methods.

Community 
involvement

Participating in sports, scouting and other leisure time activities. Taking initiatives to keep the 
environment clean. Participating in demonstrations and petitions.

Formal participation Involvement in student councils or other elected youth participation bodies to represent peers and 
influence decision-making processes. Participating in polls, votes, and decision-making at the school 
or community level.
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generally took place at home, school, and during leisure time, as well as digitally through messaging 
apps, both one-on-one or in group chats with relatives and friends. Video calls were also 
mentioned.

Based on the interview data, schools can be considered a significant venue for participants’ com
munication about civic-oriented matters. The communication situations included lessons, breaks, 
school lunches, or negotiations in student councils. The participants also communicated by design
ing and placing posters on the walls of schools. With these posters, the participants aimed to inform 
the school community about important issues, for example, to encourage people not to put food in 
the garbage.

While civic-oriented communication among this age group can be considered rather mundane, 
instances where issues are negotiated and reported due to something not functioning well or being 
perceived as unfair can be regarded as important opportunities for improving community issues. 
These activities are authentic situations of current civic engagement and not just a means to practice 
for future action. As an example, the below excerpt illustrates how the common practices are nego
tiated in the school environment with peers and the teacher: 

I: If you think about your school day, in what situations do you discuss societal topics?

S2: Well, of course, in all kinds of lessons. Maybe sometimes, if something comes to mind, like something isn’t 
working well in transition situations. Then we might think about how to improve it or if it’s fair for everyone 
or something like that. Those kinds of things. [Note: By transition situations, the participant is referring to 
situations when moving between activities]

The third category, community involvement, encompasses participation in sports, scouting, and 
other leisure-time activities. However, only those activities where participants had a chance to 
organise their actions and decisions were considered civic-oriented activities within these commu
nities. One participant described how they had autonomously developed specific practices for feed
ing hay and providing water at a horse stable, demonstrating how early adolescents can influence 
the daily lives of particular communities, and these also included animals. Many participants also 
mentioned participating in demonstrations as a form of undertaking civic-oriented activities as a 
community with others. Further, signing petitions and taking the initiative to keep the environment 
clean were mentioned.

One participant shared how they could express their opinions and ideas on various issues within 
their scouting group. They also visited the city hall, where the scouting group learned about the 
municipal decision-making process and had the opportunity to share their opinions with officials.

The fourth category, formal participation, included involvement in institutionally organised 
activities. While underaged youth are not allowed to vote formally in official elections, the form 
of work in student councils resembles the work of other representative decision-making bodies. 
The participants described how they could run for the student council, vote in the student council 
election, and, after the election, either give suggestions to the council members or act directly in the 
council meeting if they have been elected as members of the group. According to the participants, 
the older students in the school could also act in a city-level body called the youth council. This type 
of electoral participation was thus considered formal since it resembled the method by which elec
toral participation functions at a city, regional and state level.

The participants also discussed how they could participate in school by voting about small 
awards or what type of equipment should be available during the breaks. A regular “rector’s ques
tion hour” was organised in one school, where the students could ask and give suggestions for 
school work. In addition, a specific school action group called the “environmental panel” was men
tioned, which can campaign about environmental issues. However, membership to this panel was 
also determined through elections, limiting the participation to elected members and mirroring the 
adult electoral processes. The following example describes how one participant was interested in 
environmental issues and ran for a position on the school environmental panel but was not elected 
as a member: 
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I: Have you been involved in the panel, or how does it work?

S12: I haven’t been a part of it, but I’ve seen and heard how they work. I applied once, but I wasn’t accepted.

I: Okay. Is there a limit on how many students can be involved in the panel?

S12: I’m not sure about the exact number, but each class can elect a leader and a deputy leader.

Spaces for civic-oriented activities (RQ2.)

In our analysis, seven significant spaces emerged as potential for early adolescents’ engagement in 
civic-oriented activities (Table 2). These spaces were either digital, physical, or shared character
istics of both types.

Home, as a physical space where an individual lives, was an essential surrounding for civic- 
oriented activities. The primary civic-oriented activities that early adolescents mentioned as occur
ring there were related to awareness and education, together with communication. Within the 
home, conversations about societal and political issues often took place among family members, 
including parents, siblings, grandparents, and other relatives. The discussions were held especially 
during shared moments such as meals or watching television and news. As such, home can be seen 
as an important space for early adolescents to learn the language needed for discussing society and 
politics through observation and practice. It was also noteworthy that participants with younger 
siblings took the initiative to discuss societal issues with them, underlining the importance of the 
home for nurturing civic discourse.

Outside the home, leisure activity facilities emerged as a space for learning practical civic-oriented 
activities. While these were not directly named in the interviews, it was inferred that participants 
engaged in community involvement activities at locations such as horse stables, sports facilities, and 
scout organisations. In these spaces, the early adolescents had a voice in organising the activities with 
other community members. Furthermore, they described the possibilities they had to influence the 
actual physical conditions where the activities were performed. As an example, one participant described 
how, at the horse stable, they had developed stable routines with their sister, which can be considered as 
small-scale community involvement and acting in an everyday environment: 

I: Have you somehow influenced the operations at the stable, for example?

S7: I have, I don’t know if I’ve influenced, but maybe I’ve developed it more.

I: Yes. What have you been able to develop?

S7: Well, for example, in the past, like when you always have to bag the hay for the horses or, for instance, 
provide water. So, I’ve developed new methods for how I do those.

Mass media encompassed both physical media outlets, such as newspapers and magazines, and 
digital platforms, like online news services. Based on the interviews, mass media served mainly 

Table 2. Spaces for civic-oriented activities in early adolescence.

Spaces Description

Home A physical space where an individual lives.
Leisure activity 

facilities
Physical environments which serve as spaces for hobbies and recreational activities.

Mass media Media sources and channels which provide information for a broad audience in digital or physical format, 
e.g., newspapers, television, and online news platforms.

Messaging apps Digital applications, such as video calls and instant messaging apps, which provide possibilities to 
interact privately with defined groups of other people.

Public places Public places where people are free to gather together, such as parks and streets.
School A physical or digital space where individuals attend for educational purposes.
Social media Digital and online platforms which provide opportunities to interact with undefined audiences of other 

people.
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the purpose of raising participants’ awareness of current issues. The early adolescents followed news 
and information from television channels and newspapers. They also watched other programmes 
about current issues (e.g., about COVID-19). Media can be considered a specific public space in 
which young people can also become engaged and follow the debates so as to obtain information 
about societal issues. Even though the participants in this study had not personally written for any 
newspapers, they described that it would be possible for children and youth to write opinion pieces 
in newspapers.

Digital messaging apps were prominent in facilitating intimate and private discussions on social 
or political issues. Participants mentioned WhatsApp to discuss these issues privately within group 
chats in family circles or with friends. The participants’ role was more active in the messaging apps 
compared to the more general social media platforms. The active role of the participants in com
munication, and the nature of this space as more private compared to the public social media, 
formed the reason why messaging apps were considered as their own theme.

Public places, such as parks, streets, and public buildings, provided another space for early ado
lescents to act in a civic-oriented manner. In these locations, participants described how they can, or 
could, join in larger civic activities, like demonstrations, or engage in grassroots advocacy like put
ting up posters. Of the other public places, a city hall was particularly mentioned when one partici
pant described a visit with their scout group. Furthermore, the environment, in general, was 
considered a public place and “keeping the environment clean” was mentioned as a way for children 
and youth to participate in society.

The school had a multifaceted role as a space for civic-oriented activities, and it served as a 
location for all four types of civic-oriented activities: awareness and education, communication, 
community involvement, and formal participation. Traditionally, schools have been understood 
as physical spaces of learning and interaction. Nonetheless, during the COVID-19 outbreak, schools 
were practically transformed into digital environments. This duality became visible during the 
period when the research interviews were conducted. Primarily, schools are seen as physical 
environments consisting of classrooms, lunch halls, corridors and break areas; however, due to 
COVID restrictions, they were also discussed in the context of digital environments, where inter
action was mediated through virtual learning platforms and communication tools. Regardless of 
whether education was taking place in a physical or digital space, schools could be interpreted as 
forming a significant environment where participants engage in various civic-oriented activities.

Finally, social media’s influence on the participants’ civic engagement was highly important. 
These digital services served as platforms for general awareness and communication about political 
and societal discussions. During the interview data collection period, Instagram was the primary 
social media platform among the study participants, with information about COVID-19 being 
the most followed topic. Participants mentioned that they followed different accounts that posted 
content on political and social issues. While the majority of participants consumed content pas
sively, some mentioned that they occasionally reacted to posts by liking them.

Social environments for civic-oriented activities (RQ3.)

The analysis identified seven distinct social environments in which early adolescents can engage in 
civic-oriented activities (Table 3). These environments range from individual and close-knit groups 
to broader community-level settings and interactions with public figures and audiences.

The most immediate social environment was the individual, where participants engaged in civic 
activities independently, without the presence of others. These included activities such as reading 
news articles and studying social issues. In the context of school, the following excerpt provides 
insight into how one participant describes acting there both independently and as part of a 
group, depending on the situation, albeit struggling to specify the type of activity: 

I: Do you feel like you’ve tried to influence things at school in other ways besides through the student council?
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S16: Well, in some ways, yeah. I’ve been involved in the student council [board] myself, but also, I’ve always 
tried to … It’s hard to explain, but yeah, I do try to influence things.

I: Yeah. Do you have any specific ways that you try to make a difference? How do you usually act if you want to 
influence something at school?

S16: Well, I just kind of … I don’t know, I just start doing whatever it is I want to do, and then I, yeah.

I: Do you act alone, or do you usually work in a group?

S16: Well, it depends on the situation, but sometimes I work alone, and other times, usually in a group.

Beyond this, other environments involved interactions within close groups of individuals with whom 
the individuals are well-acquainted and interact daily. These included family and friends. Family 
members formed the most influential social environment for civic-oriented activities. Participants 
often interacted with their parents, siblings, and other relatives on civic-related topics. For instance, 
one participant highlighted a strong intergenerational civic engagement with their grandparent, enga
ging in weekly discussions about governmental question sessions and politics in general: 

I: So, do you speak often about these issues?

S17: Well, with my grandpa, maybe once a week, but not too much with my parents, though we do talk about it 
occasionally.

(…)

I: Alright. Who do you think has inspired you to follow these governmental question sessions, for example?

S17: It’s our grandpa.

The next set of social environments involved broader interactions, including structured community 
groups and the school community. The hobby and leisure activity communities comprised of 
groups of people in sports teams, scouting and hobby clubs. Participants found opportunities to 
discuss and influence the community and social issues within these communities. The school com
munity represented a structured environment comprising various sub-communities: the class com
munity, including the teacher, peer groups, the student council, and environmental panel groups. 
One communication activity mentioned was raising awareness of essential issues within the school 
community through posters targeting the entire school community.

The final set of social environments included interactions with influential people and a public 
audience. Here, participants do not personally know the people they interact with, and the inter
action is limited. However, they can still contact individuals at this level of social settings. The influ
ential people included athletes, politicians, and social media influencers with whom participants 
believed they could interact or whose messages they already followed. Additionally, as shown in 
the following excerpt, the participants often referred to contacting “some people” on multiple 
occasions, reflecting that they may know it is possible to contact someone if they want to: 

I: Do you feel that you have political or societal opinions that are worth being heard?

S1: Not really. I don’t have any opinions about anything at the moment.

Table 3. Social environments for civic-oriented activities in early adolescence.

Social environment Description

Individual Activities performed individually without other people
Family Parents, siblings and relatives
Friends Friends and peers
Hobby and leisure activity community Communities for sports and other recreational activities, such as scouting
School Community Students, teachers and other members of the school community
Influential people Social media influencers, politicians and public officials
Public audience Public audience at large, not defined to any specific people groups or communities

10 M. KORVENTAUSTA ET AL.



I: Well, if you had one or if you will get opinions in the future, do you think you could participate and make a 
difference? Do you know ways to do that?

S1: Maybe one way – if you write something, like a text or something, and then send it to someone.

More broadly, the participants referred to activities such as participating in demonstrations or sign
ing petitions, and these were considered collaborative efforts with a public audience – an undefined 
group of people.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to analyse the environmental conditions of early adolescents’ civic engage
ment and to promote an understanding of the range of civic-oriented activities in which they perceive 
themselves to be able to participate. More specifically, the goal was to explore how, where and with 
whom early adolescents may engage in civic activities. The interview data were gathered among Finnish 
6th-grade students (N = 20) who were 12–13 years old at the time of the interviews.

Although the analysis was data-driven, the research questions and findings were structured 
around a theoretical framework based on Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory (SCT). Drawing on 
this framework, the study identified four main categories of civic-oriented activities, as well as 
seven spaces in which these activities occur and seven social environments where they take 
place. While the results of the study were presented in distinct sections based on these dimensions, 
it is important to recognise that, from the perspective of SCT, behaviour and environmental con
ditions are dynamically interconnected. These interactions are also further shaped by personal and 
cognitive factors, which were outside the scope of this study.

By focusing specifically on early adolescents aged 12–13 years, the study has been able to provide 
novel insights into the patterns of civic engagement within this particular age group. Overall, the 
results paint a relatively rich and varied picture of early adolescents’ civic engagement. When we 
look beyond conventional political participation such as involvement in political parties and elec
tions – activities that are often restricted for this age group due to legal and practical limitations – 
the civic behaviours of early adolescents are quite similar to those of older youth, as outlined by 
Barrett and Pachi (2019). Besides conventional political participation, their opportunities for finan
cial participation, like boycotting or buycotting, are also naturally limited. Given these insights, the 
civic potential of early adolescents should not be underestimated or overlooked, and future studies 
and practical educational and social interventions should be carefully designed to cater for the civic 
engagement possibilities of this age group.

While recent studies have highlighted the significance of new media environments in shaping 
civic engagement among young people (Boulianne & Theocharis, 2020; Ohme & de Vreese, 
2023), the present results indicate that the “traditional” socialisation environments – such as family, 
school, and leisure activity communities – still play a notable role in shaping civic engagement 
among early adolescents. In this study, even though the impact of social media was important, it 
did not outweigh the influence of traditional settings like schools and community activities. It is 
also important to note that the traditional settings for political socialisation could be especially 
important for this particular age group, as in many social media platforms, such as Instagram 
and TikTok, the minimum lawful age for users is 13 years. However, this restriction may be at 
least partially theoretical since, in practice, such restrictions can be circumvented with relative ease.

Limitations

There are some limitations to the study, which are important to highlight. Firstly, the study does not 
report how much or how often early adolescents engage in the civic-oriented activities described in 
this study. Instead, the study provides information on and contributes to the knowledge of what 
civic engagement entails or could entail for early adolescents transitioning between childhood 
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and adolescence. It is important to acknowledge that our research questions, methodology and 
analysis predominantly highlight civic-oriented activities and their contexts. The study focused pri
marily on the participants’ reported activities and engagement, and it did not aim to report civic 
unengagement, which has been studied in the previous research literature (Ekman & Amnå, 
2012; Tzankova et al., 2022). As such, the study does not focus on the reasons or forms of passivity 
in civic engagement among early adolescents, even though not all participants in our study dis
played active behaviour towards civic life.

Secondly, even though the interview material was rich, it was still obtained from a sample of partici
pants living in the same geographical area. Therefore, the applicability of our findings to different con
texts should be approached with caution and researched further. This limitation implies that certain 
activities, spaces, or social environments significant to early adolescents in other locations might not 
be represented in our results. Similarly, the forms of civic engagement identified in this study may 
not manifest in other contexts. The intensity and nature of youth civic engagement can vary between 
different countries, regions, municipalities, and schools, and the results may vary when studying the 
phenomenon at different times (Barrett & Pachi, 2019, p. 19). This underscores one of the study’s con
clusions: civic engagement is intricately dependent on environmental conditions.

When interpreting the results, it is also worth noting that the interview data was collected in May 
2020, when the world was adjusting to the changes brought about by COVID-19. During this time, 
the role of politics in guiding and shaping everyday lives became evident. Usually, adults have more 
freedom in their actions in society than underaged youth. However, with the COVID-19 restric
tions set by the government, everyone, both young and old, faced similar rules and changes. 
This led, for example, to a lack of formal contact teaching because education was ordered to be 
organised remotely. This rapidly changed social reality fostered a fruitful landscape for people to 
talk about society and its rules, and we saw that this was often raised in our interviews. However, 
this also raises the question of to what extent the exceptional situation is reflected in the results of 
the study and how well the results correspond to the normal situation. One might assume, for 
example, that alongside social media, the family and the more traditional news media were excep
tionally prominent during the pandemic.

Another potential limitation is that we did not specifically analyse which types of attributes of 
social environments or spaces promote civic engagement. Thus, future research about SCT and 
civic engagement should further focus on the underlying conditions of different spaces and social 
environments and how they influence the development of civic engagement. Since the study 
focused on environmental conditions of civic-oriented activities, we did not include any personal 
and cognitive factors of civic engagement in the framework; however, future research could sup
plement the framework by including themes such as political efficacy, interest and knowledge as 
elements influencing civic engagement. Additionally, it would be important to explore further 
how personal and cognitive factors are interconnected with the behavioural and environmental 
conditions of early adolescents’ civic engagement.
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Appendix. Interview agenda

Definitions and warmup
If you think about your school’s social studies teaching, what has it been like this spring after transitioning to 

remote teaching?
What things do you think are related to the word “society”?
What things do you think are related to the word “politics”?

Interest
If you think about the past year, do you remember being interested in a particular societal or political issue or 

topic?
Do you remember discussing any societal issues with your friends in the past year?
If you think about a school day, in what situations do you discuss societal topics? For example, in social studies 

classes, other classes, during breaks?
If you think about life outside school, in what situations do you discuss societal topics?
Do you follow any individuals or accounts on social media, or the internet in general, that occasionally cover 

societal topics? Have you participated in such discussions?
Now that we’ve been in the coronavirus era, do you notice that your interest in society has changed from before?
Now that we’ve been discussing this, would you like to clarify any of your previous responses or express any of 

your own thoughts related to this topic?

Making a change and participation
Do you feel that you have tried to make a change to certain things at school?
How about in your hobbies?
Or in some ways in the municipality or in society more broadly?
What ways and opportunities do students generally have to influence your school?
And what ways do children and youths have to make a change in society in general?
What ways are there to make a change and participate in society, in general?
How do you feel that you could participate and influence in society or politics in the future?

Political efficacy (internal / external)
Do you feel that you have political and societal opinions worth hearing?
Do you trust that you could somehow participate politically or socially?
What things should one generally know or be able to do to participate in society or politics?
In what way do decision-makers consider children’s and youths’ matters when making decisions?
Should children and youths have more opportunities to participate in society or politics? What could these ways 

be?
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Now that we’ve been discussing this, would you like to clarify any of your previous responses or express any of 
your own thoughts related to this topic?

Social studies
If you think about your social studies lessons: what topics do you remember from them?
And what kind of working methods do you remember from your school’s social studies lessons?
Have you visited outside the classroom during social studies classes to learn or has anyone visited your school?
What things should be taught in social studies?
Is forming one’s own opinions practiced?
Has making a change been practiced?
In what ways do you think you could best learn to make a change at school or in society more broadly?
Now that we’ve been discussing this, would you like to clarify any of your previous responses or express any of 

your own thoughts related to this topic?
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