
P1: GDW

American Journal of Community Psychology [ajcp] pp596-ajcp-379794 September 6, 2002 17:51 Style file version June 4th, 2002

American Journal of Community Psychology, Vol. 30, No. 6, December 2002 ( C© 2002)

Promoting Political Empowerment: Evaluation
of an Intervention With University Students1

Holly Lizotte Angelique2

The Pennsylvania State University, Capital College

Thomas M. Reischl
University of Michigan

William S. Davidson II
Michigan State University

The aim of this research is to examine the effects of an intervention, focusing
on the development of political empowerment, with university students. Un-
dergraduates were randomly assigned to one of two conditions (intervention/
control) and were surveyed at two time points: before implementation of the
intervention and upon completion of the intervention (or the equivalent two
semester period). ANCOVA analyses reveal that individuals who participated
in the empowering intervention had increased feelings of political commit-
ment and a decreased sense of political efficacy compared to individuals
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tations of this study are discussed and suggestions for future research are
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INTRODUCTION

Can university courses promote the political empowerment of students?
Some research has addressed the process of becoming politically empowered
(Keiffer, 1984; Shields, 1992; Yeich, 1992), yet little is known about ways
to promote its development. Political empowerment appears to be rooted
in a commitment for social justice (Hirsch, 1990), social action (Maton &
Salem, 1995; Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995; Zimmerman, 1995) and commu-
nity involvement (Rappaport, 1981). Furthermore, empowerment appears
to include an increased sense of efficacy (Fawcett et al., 1995; Hobfoll, 1998;
Marı́n, Tschann, Gómez, & Gregorich, 1998; Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995;
Zimmerman, 1995).

A task for community psychologists is to determine how to foster the de-
velopment of political empowerment (Kelly, 1986; Perkins, Brown, & Taylor,
1996; Stokols, 1986). Some research has attempted to document the pro-
cess of political empowerment through self-report and retrospective data
(Keiffer, 1984). Other research has attempted to identify predictors of com-
munity participation (Perkins et al., 1996). Although the process of becoming
politically empowered has been previously addressed (Hermann, 1986), little
is understood about the effects of deliberate attempts to promote empower-
ment in a sample of unempowered but earnest individuals. For community
psychologists interested in structural change and fostering empowerment,
this matter demands further exploration.

This paper explores the promotion of political empowerment in univer-
sity students. It begins by defining political empowerment and then continues
with an overview of political empowerment in psychological research. The
characteristics of empowering settings is explained to provide a context for
viewing the university classroom as a potentially empowering setting.

Empowerment Terminology

Gutierrez and Ortega (1991) have provided a useful tri-part typology of
empowerment, including Personal Empowerment, Interpersonal Empower-
ment, and Political Empowerment. “Personal” empowerment is focused on
ways to develop feelings of personal power and self efficacy. “Interpersonal”
empowerment emphasizes the development of different skills, including
helping people to help others and learning how to influence the political
process (Beck, 1983; Gutierrez & Ortega, 1991; Mathis & Richan, 1986).
“Political” empowerment stresses the goals of social action and social change.
Political empowerment includes the intent to transfer power between groups
of society, while maintaining that individual change is important (Fagan,
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1979; Kahn & Bender, 1985; Longres & McLeod, 1980). Similarly, political
efficacy is the feeling that individual action can have an impact on the po-
litical process (Campbell, Gurin, & Miller, 1954; Pollock, 1982; Stewart &
Weinstein, 1997). It should be noted that some concepts of empowerment,
such as “actions” and “skill development” are process-oriented, whereas
others, such as “efficacy” may be regarded as an outcome of empowerment.
Some would argue that all forms of empowerment are situated in a sociopo-
litical context, and are thus, political by definition. To ensure accuracy, this
paper will use the term Political Empowerment to denote the political nature
of empowerment, and to focus on both the process and goal-orientation of
its components. Many of these components are highlighted in psychological
research.

Themes of Political Empowerment in Research

One recurring theme in political empowerment research is a commit-
ment to act for social change (Donnelly & Majka, 1998; Fyson, 1999). Al-
though the process of empowerment may be complex and dynamic (Foster-
Fishman & Keys, 1997; Foster-Fishman, Salem, Chibnall, Legler, & Yapchai,
1998; Zimmerman, 1990a; Zimmerman et al., 1992), Keiffer (1984) identified
four distinct phases of development in grassroots activists, including eras of
entry, advancement, incorporation, and commitment. Activists were initially
politically alienated, but advanced with mentoring and increased critical
awareness to incorporate their political beliefs and work into their personal
lives. During the era of commitment, personal relationships changed and po-
litical action increased. Other researchers have found similar patterns of de-
velopment. For example, Cross (1971, 1978) and Downing and Roush (1985)
created models of Black Identity development and Feminist Identity devel-
opment, respectively. Each model incorporated virtually identical stages,
developing from a state of passivity into one of long term commitment.

Political empowerment is also linked to involvement in one’s commu-
nity (Heller, Price, Reinhartz, Riger, & Wandersman, 1984; Perkins et al.,
1996; Zimmerman, 1990b), political actions (Stewart, Settles, & Winter, 1998;
Zimmerman, 1989), and feelings of efficacy (Cole, Zucker, & Ostrove, 1998;
Florin & Wandersman, 1984; Hinkle, Fox-Cardamone, Haseleu, Brown, &
Irwin, 1996; Zimmerman & Rappaport, 1988). In studies with college stu-
dents and community residents, Zimmerman and Rappaport (1988) found
that individuals with the highest community involvement had the highest
empowerment scores. Similarly, efficacy offers an antidote to alienation and
can be understood as a form of political powerfulness (Zimmerman, 1989).
As such, efficacy may be a predictor of activism (Wittig, 1996). In short,
characteristics of political empowerment include a commitment to a social
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cause, community involvement, and political efficacy. Some research has in-
dicated that these characteristics may be fostered by creating empowering
settings (Maton, 1993; Maton & Salem, 1995).

Characteristics of Empowering Environments

Five main characteristics associated with empowering environments in-
clude small group settings (Bennett, 1992; Perry, 1968; Rose & Black, 1985;
Rappaport, 1987, 1990), a common belief system (Bargad & Hyde, 1991;
Cross, 1971, 1978; Downing & Roush, 1985; Maton, 1993), opportunities
to acquire skills and knowledge (Keiffer, 1984; Spreitzer, 1995), leadership
(Bargad & Hyde, 1991; Keiffer, 1984), and experience (Breton, 1990). Ex-
perience is based on the idea that one must spend a great deal of time in any
given community to understand the people and the social problems of that
community (Levine & Levine, 1970; Levine & Perkins, 1997; Malekoff, 1994).
Freire (1970; 1973) proposed an “emancipatory pedagogy” for empowering
people and creating social change. A goal of emancipatory pedagogy is to
become aware of the connections between personal experiences. This ex-
periential education can be viewed as a tool of liberation by creating criti-
cal awareness about society, oppression, and history (Freire, 1970; Freire &
Macedo, 1987; Shor & Freire, 1987; Stanage, 1986). These combined charac-
teristics may promote the development of political empowerment over time.
Furthermore, some settings (e.g., universities) are ideally structured for the
creation of empowering environments.

The University as an Empowering Setting

Although some have critiqued contemporary university structures as
being oppressive mechanisms of particular ideologies (e.g. Altback,
Arnove, & Kelly, 1982; Giroux & Purpel, 1983; Levin, 1981), one of the
hallmarks of higher education is clearly academic freedom as well as intel-
lectual development and evolving critical awareness. University settings can
be structured to create empowering environments, particularly in classes
with many opportunities to acquire skills and knowledge, as well as develop
critical thinking skills. Teachers can offer both supportive and challenging
leadership. Universities often have resources that are readily accessible. Or-
ganizing classes into small groups, basing a class around a common social
cause, and structuring many opportunities for hands-on community experi-
ence are all reasonable possibilities for community researchers and educa-
tors. In sum, the university can provide an appropriate setting for creating
an empowering environment and investigating the development of political
empowerment over time.
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Rationale and Goals of This Study

The current research examines the extent to which a university course,
structured to be an empowering setting, can influence the development of
political empowerment among students. This research question was pursued
using an experimental study of a field-based course that introduced students
to the juvenile justice system and provided students with opportunities to
work as advocates and change agents with juvenile offenders for 18 weeks.
This exploratory study was guided by the hypothesis that students complet-
ing a course with politically empowering characteristics will have increased
levels of Political Commitment, Political Action, Community Involvement,
and Political Efficacy, compared with students assigned to a waiting list.
These dependent variables were selected based upon the literature reviewed.

METHOD

Setting

The setting for this research was a two-semester class offered through
the psychology department of a large midwestern university. The student
population is very diverse, including a large international community. The
research took place within the context of an ongoing project that prepares
student volunteers to work as advocates and behavioral trainers with juvenile
offenders in the local community. The project (see Davidson, 1976; Davidson
et al., 1977; Davidson & Rapp, 1976; Davidson & Rappaport, 1977; Eby et al.,
1995; Mackin et al., 1995; Seidman, Rappaport & Davidson, 1976a, 1976b;
Shillo & Davidson, 1994), operating since 1977, aims to divert adolescent
youth away from the juvenile justice system by matching adolescents who
have encountered the criminal justice system with university students.

Research Participants

Participants (N = 106) were undergraduate students who attended two
orientation meetings for a two-semester fieldwork course, Psychological In-
novation and Research. The prerequisites for this course included being a
social science major in good academic standing and completing an introduc-
tory psychology course. Demographic characteristics of the participants are
illustrated in Table I. Compared to the demographic characteristics of the
university, this sample had a greater percentage of White students. All de-
mographic information was self-reported, including descriptions of political
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Table I. Demographic Characteristics of Sample

Frequency Percentage

Gender
Male 37 34.9
Female 69 65.1

Age
<20 28 26
20–24 73 69.2
25–29 4 00.4
30+ 1 00.9

Race
African/African American 1 00.9
Asian/Asian American 3 02.9
Latina/Latino 0 00
Mixed race 2 01.9
White/Caucasian 96 90.5
Other 4 03.8

Political affiliation
Republican 23 21.4
Independent 46 43.7
Democrat 24 22.3
Undecided 13 12.6

Political ideology
Liberal 28 26.7
Moderate 46 43.8
Conservative 10 09.5
Not sure 22 00.2

affiliation and political ideology. No attempt was made to define these con-
cepts for the participants.

Research Design

Respondents were randomly assigned to either participate in the inter-
vention (Experimental Condition) or be placed on a waiting list (Control
Condition). The effectiveness of the intervention was assessed by a single-
factor design (Experimental or Control Condition) at two time intervals (pre
and post).

Procedure

Administering the Pretest

Although attending an orientation meeting about the course and the
study, interested students signed informed consent forms and completed a
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survey with all the demographic and pretest measures. Immediately follow-
ing this meeting, the students were randomly assigned to the intervention
group (participating in the course) or to a wait list control group. Sixty-one
students were assigned to the intervention/experimental group and 65 were
assigned to the wait list/control group.

The Intervention

The intervention began with 14 weeks of classroom training, including
weekly reading assignments and quizzes. It differed from traditional col-
lege courses in that the student/leader ratio was approximately 3/1. Training
focused on learning behavior modification skills, providing community ad-
vocacy and understanding social problems related to adolescents. Students
practiced effective behavior modification skills and advocacy via a series of
role-playing exercises. After the classroom training, an experiential compo-
nent (e.g., working one-on-one with a juvenile legal offender in the com-
munity) was the focus of the remainder of the intervention. At this point,
students met in small groups (about six students) with a pair of leaders.

The course met the five criteria for an empowering setting. First, the
intervention included commitment to a shared belief system. The common
concern and shared goal was a desire to work toward eliminating juvenile
delinquency. This project operated from a perspective that viewed juvenile
delinquency as a social problem with both environmental and behavioral
root causes. As such, the project aimed to train volunteers to intervene at
both individual and societal levels (see Davidson & Rappaport, 1978). At the
individual level, behavior modification is the primary mode of intervention.
At the societal level, advocacy is the primary model of intervention.

Second, the intervention met the criteria for an empowering setting
through fostering small group interaction. The small group setting allowed
for student and leader interactions. During the first weeks of training, groups
of about 20 students assembled for about 1 hr/week. Immediately following
a large group discussion and small quiz, the groups broke down into groups
of six for the remaining 1.5 hr for more indepth discussion with two leaders.
At week 6 of this 36-week project, individual groups of six students and two
leaders were formed. These groups continued to meet weekly for 2.5 hr.

Third, leadership was deemed important. Leaders included graduate
teaching assistants in community psychology as well as undergraduate super-
visors who had previously completed the two-semester sequence. Leaders
were selected by the professor for the course. They were selected, in part, for
their varied backgrounds in community involvement, and they were trained
in behavior modification and community advocacy intervention. The leaders
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used their own personal research and activism experiences as the ground-
work from which to teach and advocate on behalf of the myriad of social
issues that were faced. The backgrounds of the leaders at the time of this re-
search included woman-battering, girls and delinquency, AIDS prevention,
poverty, low-income housing problems, and school to work transitions. Lead-
ers used critical discussions and their own activism as a tool for increasing
political awareness.

Fourth, there were opportunities to acquire skills and knowledge, both
in the classroom and in the community. The leaders provided classroom
instruction and practice in the development of skills, including behavior
modification and community advocacy. To increase knowledge about social
problems as they pertain to adolescents, readings and discussions about so-
cial issues including delinquency, poverty, family violence, substance abuse,
rape, incest, reproductive rights, legal rights, health care, employment and
housing discrimination, and illiteracy were woven throughout the course.
Readings by McIntosh (1989), Steele (1992), and Ryan (1976), on racial dis-
crimination and victim blaming, respectively, were studied and discussed.3

Fifth, the format of classroom training gradually shifted to include more
experiential learning. Once the classroom training had been successfully
completed, each university student was assigned a court-referred youth to
work with for an 18-week period. Adolescents and university students (un-
der the supervision of the leaders) worked together to reach individually
tailored goals, for at least 6–8 hr per week. During this fieldwork component
of the class, undergraduates worked with families and within the commu-
nity of their assigned youth. By working closely with the youth’s family, the
undergraduate could assist in setting up behavioral agreements that were ap-
propriate to the needs of family members. In addition to working closely with
family members, undergraduates worked with other community organiza-
tions, as needed. By becoming immersed in the community, the undergradu-
ate could work effectively with the youth to secure access to local resources.
The targeted areas for intervention included family, school, employment,
and recreation. Additional areas were targeted on an individual-need basis
(e.g., drug use, pregnancy, health problems, etc.).

Posttest: Intervention Group

Upon completion of the two-semester fieldwork course, all participants
in the Experimental group were administered the survey again on the final
day of class (N = 54). The attrition rate (N = 7; 11%) was due to 4 students

3The complete manual used during the intervention can be obtained by contacting the first
author.
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who dropped the class (as well as the study), 1 who failed the class (and
dropped out of the study), and 2 who completed the class but chose not to
complete the study. Again, participants were informed that survey comple-
tion was completely voluntary and the information provided would remain
confidential. Again, participants were asked to sign an informed consent
form. Participants were thanked for their involvement.

Posttest: Control Group

All participants in the Control condition (N = 65) were invited to re-
convene and complete a similar questionnaire. First, students in the control
condition were sent a letter inviting them to attend a scheduled meeting,
where they were administered a survey and received $10.00.

Follow up phone calls were made to Control Group participants who did
not respond to the first invitation, offering to schedule individual meetings
at their convenience. They were contacted by phone (through information
submitted during the course orientation and through the university’s student
directory), and invited to fill out a second questionnaire at their convenience,
for which they would be paid $10.00. Additional tracking methods (includ-
ing letters and phone calls) to find participants through alternate contact
persons were used as necessary, when participants were difficult to locate.
The tracking procedures were moderately successful and most participants
in the control group (N = 52; 80%) returned to complete a second survey.
No significant differences were found between attriters and participants.

All pre- and posttests took about 20–30 min to complete. There were no
significant differences between experimental and control groups. All partici-
pants were given the primary researcher’s address to request study results.

Measures

Four measures were used to assess changes associated with political
empowerment. Measures of political action, political commitment, political
efficacy, and community involvement were used. Additionally, demographic
information was collected. Following is a description of the measures used
in this study.

Political Action

A seven item checklist of political actions comprised the Political
Action Scale, one measure of Political Activism. This scale was adapted
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from Zimmerman (1989). This measure included a checklist of activities,
including “Voting,” “Participating in a boycott,” and “Attending a political
march.” Respondents indicated whether they had participated in these ac-
tivities within the last year. A summed score of all 10 items was determined,
with higher scores reflecting more types of political actions. The reliability
for the seven item scale was established for the present sample (α = .59).

Political Commitment

The measure of Political Commitment included statements such as “I
have a lifelong commitment to work for social, economic, and political equal-
ity for all.” Participants indicated the extent of their agreement with these
statements on a 5-point (strongly agree–strongly disagree) Likert scale. The
average rating agreement was determined for the six items comprising this
scale. This measure was scaled such that the higher scores reflect higher lev-
els of political commitment. The reliability for the resulting six-item scale
was established for this sample (α = .69).

Political Efficacy

Six items from a scale constructed to measure political efficacy (Craig &
Maggiotto, 1982) were administered. This measure was designed to assess
the extent to which one believes oneself to have the skills necessary to influ-
ence the political system. This nine-item scale included statements that rep-
resent internal political efficacy, or “individual’s self-perceptions that they
are capable of understanding politics and competent enough to participate
in political acts such as voting” (Miller, Miller, & Schneider, 1980, p. 253).
Responses were in the form of a 5-point (strongly agree–strongly disagree)
Likert format. The reliability for the resulting six item scale was established
(α = .65). This measure was scaled such that the higher scores reflect higher
internal political efficacy.

Community Involvement

Participants were asked to indicate the number of organizations and var-
ious communities they were involved in by responding to a seven item check-
list including communities such as “Neighborhood,” “Family,” and “School.”
Additionally, respondents had the opportunity to list other organizations and
communities that they were involved in. A summed score of all items was
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Table II. Means and Standard Deviations for Measures of Political Empowerment at Pretest
and Posttest by Condition

Intervention group Control group
(n = 54) (n = 52)

Pretest Posttest Pretest Posttest
Subscales M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Political Efficacy 3.15 (0.60) 3.06 (0.57) 3.34 (0.59) 3.40 (0.68)
Political Action 1.72 (1.46) 1.48 (1.34) 1.48 (1.21) 1.40 (1.18)
Political Commitment 2.93 (0.67) 3.15 (0.72) 2.82 (0.74) 2.81 (0.75)
Community Involvement 1.09 (1.20) 0.93 (1.18) 0.71 (0.87) 0.83 (0.88)
Social Service 4.18 (0.89) 4.09 (0.80) 4.13 (0.77) 3.80 (0.97)

Note. Standard deviations are reported in parentheses.

determined, with higher scores reflecting more types of community influ-
ences. In this sample, the reliability was established (α = .63).

RESULTS

Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was conducted to
examine the effects of condition (class participation or college as usual)
from Time 1 to Time 2. The MANCOVA revealed significant between group
differences on political empowerment variables (Wilks’ λ = .28), approxi-
mately F(5, 98) = 8.06, p = .00. This was followed by a series of univariate
ANCOVA analyses to test the effects of condition on each of the five depen-
dent variables at Time 2, using each of the five Time 1 scores as the covariates.
For this study, ANCOVA was considered a more powerful test than repeated
measures ANOVA, in that Main Effects could be tested, rather than Inter-
action (Time× Condition) Effects. Simply stated, ANCOVA was the more
direct test. ANCOVA was used to directly test comparisons of two Time 2
scores, based on a Time 1 score.

Table II reports means and standard deviations for all measures at
pretest and posttest, by condition. Table III reports the intercorrelations

Table III. Intercorrelations Between Political Efficacy, Political Action, Political
Commitment, and Community Involvement Scales at Time 1 and Time 2

1. 2. 3. 4.

1. Political Efficacy 1.00 .20∗ .30∗∗ .03
2. Political Action .21∗ 1.00 .24∗∗ .14
3. Political Commitment .33∗∗ .38∗∗ 1.00 .05
4. Community Involvement −.01 .23∗ .22∗ 1.00

Note. Time 1 correlations are depicted in the lower diagonal of the matrix. Time 2
correlations are depicted in the upper diagonal of the matrix.
∗ p < .05. ∗∗ p < .01.
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Table IV. ANCOVA Analyses

Source df F p

Analysis of covariance for political action
Condition 1 0.04 .84
Pretest measure covariate 1 40.89 .00
S within-group error 103 (1.15)

Analysis of covariance for political commitment
Condition 1 4.81∗ .03
Pretest measure covariate 1 26.98 .00
S within-group error 102 (0.43)

Analysis of covariance for political efficacy
Condition 1 5.35∗ .02
Pretest measure covariate 1 83.26 .00
S within-group error 103 (0.22)

Analysis of covariance for community involvement
Condition 1 0.19 .67
Pretest measure covariate 1 29.36 .00
S within-group error 103 (0.86)

Note. Values enclosed in parentheses represent mean square errors; S = subjects.
∗ p < .05.

between the measures at Time 1 and Time 2. As illustrated, measures of Po-
litical Action, Political Commitment and Political Efficacy are significantly
correlated at both Time 1 and Time 2. Community Involvement was corre-
lated with Political Action and Political Commitment at Time 1 but not at
Time 2.

ANCOVA analyses revealed that the intervention did have a significant
effect on Political Commitment F(1, 1) = 4.81, p < .05, with a small effect
size estimated (η2 = .21). Intervention effects on Political Efficacy were sig-
nificant, but in the opposite direction than was hypothesized F(1, 1) = 5.35,
p < .05, with a medium effect size estimated (η2 = .45). In other words, the
intervention group scored lower on Political Efficacy at Time 2 than the
control group. See Table IV.

In sum, evidence was found indicating that individuals randomly as-
signed to participate in the intervention had increased levels of Political
Commitment compared to individuals who did not participate. In contrast,
those who participated had decreased levels of Political Efficacy upon com-
pletion of the intervention compared to those who did not participate. No
significant differences were found between participants and nonparticipants
for Political Action or Community Involvement.

DISCUSSION

As hypothesized, the intervention caused increased feelings of political
commitment. This finding was in accordance with Keiffer (1984) and others
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(Bargad & Hyde, 1991; Cross, 1971, 1978; Downing & Roush, 1985; Hirsch,
1990), further supporting a developmental model of political empowerment.
However, contrary to expectation, this study did not find increases in activism
nor in community involvement. It is possible that the intervention, with its
requirements to spend a great deal of time in the community doing advocacy
work, along with other fieldwork demands, may have become a substitute
for other activism and community involvement. Another explanation is that
the intervention may simply not have been strong enough to spark these
behaviors. Perhaps this finding may be related to the decreases found in
Political Efficacy.

One of the most interesting findings in this research was the interven-
tion’s apparent negative effect on Political Efficacy. This was contrary to the
effect that was expected and contradicted past research findings as well (Cole
et al., 1998; Florin & Wandersman, 1984; Hinkle et al., 1996; Zimmerman,
1989; Zimmerman & Rappaport, 1988). It may be that this was a fluke finding
that could not be expected to be replicated. In this case, it may be discarded.
However, it is also possible (as the empirical evaluation suggested) that the
intervention effects were accurate and that certain “empowering” interven-
tion do cause decreases in political competence and efficacy, at least in the
short term. This possibility would warrant further discussion about the po-
tential complexities of the role of Political Efficacy in the development of
Political Empowerment.

A decrease in Political Efficacy may be a temporary state or a per-
manent trait. A temporary state of decreased Political Efficacy may be the
result of being overwhelmed by the magnitude of the social problems that
an individual encounters upon initially working for a cause that seems im-
portant to him or her. The basic humanitarian efforts that initially drove the
community involvement may give way to a sense that the problems are too
large to handle. Perhaps if this lack of efficacy is not consuming and the per-
son is able to continue working for their social cause, a renewed, stronger
sense of competence and efficacy will develop over time. If a temporary
lag in political efficacy is common, an important intervention opportunity
is presented. Depending upon how this developmental “transition point” is
resolved, individuals may be inclined to “drop out” of their political activi-
ties if they become overwhelmed, while they may be prompted to “become
immersed” in their activities as they recognize the need for action over time.
Longitudinal research would be necessary to examine this interpretation.

However, this decrease in Political Efficacy may be a permanent trait,
at least for some individuals. Interpreting the decrease in Political Efficacy
as a temporary state is an optimistic perspective. Students may be driven
by idealized notions of activist work. The reality of the difficult, often un-
rewarding day to day work may be overwhelming. This lack of immediate
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gratification and potential for limited, if any, long term results may be a
learning experience for many. Although their commitment to work for a
cause might remain high, their feelings of efficacy may subside.

Limitations of This Study

One limitation of this study concerns the independent variable, the
empowering intervention. This intervention included many different com-
ponents, including small group size, mentors and leaders, skill development,
access to resources, and immersion in the community. However, these do-
mains were not evaluated separately but were instead combined in one in-
tervention effort. The results indicated that an intervention with all of the
aforementioned components can lead to increased political commitment.
However, this research is limited in that the main effects of each component
of the intervention and interaction effects cannot be ascertained. Although
it is important to discover which mechanisms are effective in triggering the
development of political empowerment, this research has only tapped into
one general approach.

Another limitation was the relatively short time interim, which spanned
only 36 weeks. It should be noted that the development of political empower-
ment may extend over longer periods of time. On the other hand, this course
did require an extensive time commitment from its participants. Therefore,
students who wanted to enroll for this course typically did not have many
outside obligations, such as full time jobs, families, etc. The course typically
attracted economically privileged psychology students, from more affluent
hometowns, most of whom were female and White. In contrast, most of the
juvenile offenders were from less affluent areas of the inner city. They were
predominantly male and predominantly of ethnic minority status. Results
may have varied tremendously with pairs matched by gender, ethnic/racial
background, and economic class. As such, the process of political empower-
ment may have been obstructed by race, class and gender divisions. Perhaps
with more diversity within the student population, more indepth “emanci-
patory” education (Freire, 1970) for both the research participants as well
as the juveniles from the local community would have been possible.

There are ecological challenges associated with an intervention that
utilizes both university and community settings. To set up this type of inter-
vention requires university support. The high student/teacher assistant ratio
requires a great deal of funding. There must be more interest in participa-
tion than the course can accommodate in order for random assignment to
be feasible and ethical. The intervention included individually tailored ex-
periences and took place in many different family, school, and community
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settings. Accordingly, mundane realism is high, but replication would be a
challenge.

Finally, it is important to note the low alphas of some of the measures.
They simply may not have been accurate measures of some of the depen-
dent variables. Perhaps measuring these constructs of political empower-
ment with other indicators would reveal different findings. Along these lines,
these measures were not validated on other samples. We must acknowledge
that this study was essentially exploratory. It was an investigation with one
university class, during one particular time period, participating in one very
specific type of empowerment program.

Implications for Future Research

Although this study indicated that an empowering intervention can pro-
mote the development of Political Commitment, the most salient aspects of
the intervention remain unknown. Future experiments should consider the
evaluation of different levels of the intervention. For example, one group
may participate in small group settings with a leader, whereas another group
may participate in small group settings without an assigned leader. In this
way, it might be possible to distinguish between the effects of small group
participation and having a leader on the development of political empower-
ment. In this way, the most important triggers of the empowerment process
may be identified.

This study should also be replicated in similar settings, as well as in
different environments. Furthermore, the potential reciprocal influence be-
tween the adolescents in the community and the university students should
be explored in greater detail in future investigations. For example, this study
described how working with an adolescent can be a very empowering ex-
perience for an undergraduate student. However, this study did not explore
the extent to which working with an undergraduate student can be a very
empowering experience for an adolescent. Nor did this study investigate the
ways in which continued relationships between undergraduate students and
community youths can be mutually beneficial. Adolescents can offer impor-
tant perspectives based on their lived experience and undergraduates can
offer important perspectives based on their knowledge and training. The re-
ciprocal influences that the undergraduates and the adolescents might offer
each other was overlooked in this research. With further analyses of these
dynamic processes we can begin to understand the mechanisms by which
empowerment can be fostered in the community in addition to the impact
of community involvement on university students.

There may be many different paths to political empowerment. Quantita-
tive data and experimental designs are useful to establish causal relationships,
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eliminate extraneous variables, and to test group differences. However,
quantitative analyses can mask different patterns of experiences that may
be meaningful for a complete understanding of the process of political em-
powerment. In future research, supplementing experiments with qualitative
analyses could add richness and texture to research findings from quanti-
tative analyses. More importantly, qualitative analyses could help to reveal
specific mechanisms that trigger the development of empowerment.

This study suggested that it is possible for university based courses to
be designed to inspire some aspects of political empowerment to develop.
The results of sparking political empowerment may not be immediate. Un-
dergraduate students may not finish a course and proceed to the nearest
political event. However, with a new sense of political commitment, under-
graduates could become increasingly more politically empowered and active
over time.
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