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Abstract: 

Youth involvement in extracurricular activities reflects both family socialization influences and civic 

development. Parents can promote such activity through examples set by personal involvement in the 

community and through reinforcement of their children's interests. Using data (N = 362) from the 9th and 10th 

grade waves of the Iowa Youth and Families Project (Conger & Elder, 1994), we find that both the behavioral 

model set by parents and their personal reinforcement of children's actions make significant differences in the 

extracurricular activity involvement of boys and girls. However, parental reinforcement is most consequential 

when parents are not engaged in community activities. In this situation, warm parents are likely to reinforce 

their children, and this reinforcement strengthens children's involvement in community activities. The family 

dynamics of civic socialization deserve more attention than they have received to date. 

 

Article: 

American youth spend a substantial number of hours in extracurricular activities, including school-based clubs, 

school and local sports teams, and community-based organizations such as service clubs and church youth 

groups (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1992). A small but rapidly growing body of literature 

suggests that participation in both school- and community-based extracurricular activities is associated with and 

predictive of behavioral well-being among adolescents. hi particular, youth extracurricular involvement is 

frequently linked with academic competence. Adolescents' involvement in volunteer service or participation in 

church-sponsored activities is associated with better academic performance during high school and an increased 

likelihood of college attendance (Eccles & Barber, 1999). Student participation in organized sports has been 

linked with higher academic grades, greater expressed liking of school during the high school years, and an 

increased likelihood of college attendance (Eccles & Barber, 1999). Involvement in school-based 

extracurricular activities during adolescence appears to serve as a protective factor against early school leaving 

(Mahoney & Cairns, 1997; McNeal, 1995). Participation in leadership activities and clubs and special interest 

groups is associated with students' achieving higher academic grades, and having greater school engagement 

and higher educational aspirations (Lamborn, Brown, Mounts, & Steinberg, 1992). Less readily apparent 

benefits of civic participation include its potential to reinforce positive social values (Almond & Verba, 1963; 

Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997) and set in motion a lifetime pattern of civic activity (Hanks & Eckland, 

1978). Youth involvement in service activities meets community needs and applies principles and values that 

chart a lifetime course of adult development. 

 

Although the benefits of civic involvement to adolescents and communities are strong and far-reaching, such 

participation is not always without accompanying risks. Of particular concern are findings that adolescents who 

participate in organized sports activities, although benefitting academically from their involvement, may be at 

an increased risk for involvement in deviant behavior, and in particular higher levels of alcohol and drug use 

(Eccles & Barber, 1999). In sum, it appears civic involvement in general benefits adolescents academically and 

socially, but participation in organized sports activities may place certain youth at risk of increased drug and 

alcohol use. 

http://libres.uncg.edu/ir/uncg/clist.aspx?id=1352
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Given that the balance of research evidence suggests overall benefits of extracurricular participation during 

adolescence, investigators are now beginning to ask what factors may increase the likelihood that individual 

adolescents will choose to participate in such activities. Given the important role parents play in linking 

children to the world around them (Parke & Ladd, 1992), it is likely that children learn much about the value of 

civic involvement through the actions of their parents (Almond & Verba, 1963). We know that children tend to 

resemble parents in expressed commitment to educational (Featherman, 1980; Natriello & McDill, 1986) and 

religious (Acock, 1984; Cornwall, 1989) institutions. Research evidence using the same data set analyzed in this 

article has demonstrated that a good predictor of adolescents' own extracurricular participation is the community 

involvement of their parents (Chan & Elder, 1999; Elder & Conger, in press). 

 

Theoretically, parents who believe in the value of civic participation, yet are prevented from acting on their 

beliefs, could find means other than their own examples to encourage children to take full advantage of 

community opportunities. In this article, we are interested in identifying ways in which parents might influence 

offspring extracurricular involvement that were conceptually distinct from parents' own levels of civic 

participation. To identify such potential parental influences, we referred to previous empirical research 

documenting linkages between parenting and child extracurricular involvement, to theoretical work 

distinguishing between stylistic versus behavioral aspects of parenting, and to the work of Bronfenbrenner 

(1977, 1986), emphasizing the importance of considering ecological contexts in which influences on child 

development occur. 

 

The one study that has attempted to identify parental influences on child activity involvement 

(Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, & Whalen, 1993) found that the participation of gifted youth in activities that 

support their talents is supported by parents who are warm and involved in their children's lives and who 

actively reinforce their children's activity participation. Interestingly, these two components, parental warmth 

and parental encouragement or reinforcement, fall into two conceptually distinct categories of parental 

influences. Warmth is typically considered a stylistic aspect of parenting. By contrast, parents who explicitly 

reinforce children to become involved in community activities are engaging in a type of parenting practice. 

 

Parenting style is typically conceptualized as describing a general emotional climate within the home. This 

emotional climate depends on where parents fall on general dimensions of parental emphasis, such as warmth, 

behavioral control, or psychological autonomy granting, Warm and responsive parents may differ in the specific 

manners in which they interact with their children, but all wain parents share an underlying emphasis on 

concern for and responsiveness to children's specific needs. In contrast, parenting practices are the specific, 

goal-directed behaviors that parents exhibit with their children. The distinction between parenting styles and 

practices is significant (Darling & Steinberg, 1993), and the manner in which the two work together can be 

complex. For example, authoritative parents (a parenting style that ranks high on warmth and limit-setting) are 

more likely to be involved in their adolescents' school experiences (a parenting practice). Parental involvement 

in adolescents' schooling typically has beneficial effects when it involves authoritative parents. However, it is 

associated with negative outcomes when it is exhibited by authoritarian parents who are low in warmth and high 

in limit-setting (Steinberg, Lamborn, Dornbusch, & Darling, 1992). In short, parenting style serves as a 

moderator of associations between parental involvement in schooling and adolescent academic competence. 

 

The same variable (in the previous example, parenting style) can both directly influence a given outcome 

variable and moderate associations between other predictor variables and said outcome (Baron & Kenny, 1986). 

In the case of moderation, a variable of interest is considered to set a context under which patterns of 

association among other variables may vary. Accordingly, moderator-focused research questions allow attention 

to be focused on the often overlooked (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986) role of ecological context in child 

development. Research questions involving moderating effects are theoretically driven and require different 

data analytic strategies than do questions concerning more direct linkages between variables. 

 

Given research suggesting the importance of parental warmth as a stylistic dimension of parenting readily 

identified among parents and linked with a wide range of adaptive child outcomes (see Maccoby & Martin, 



1983, for review), and empirical work suggesting its importance for the support of activity participation among 

gifted adolescents (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1993), we decided to focus in this article on its role as a parental 

predictor of activity involvement in a more heterogeneous adolescent population. We also decided to focus on 

parental encouragement, or reinforcement, of activity participation as a parenting practice that would logically 

appear to increase the likelihood that adolescents will become involved in school- and community-based 

extracurricular activities. 

 

Previous work with this same data set (Chan & Elder, 1999; Elder & Conger, in press) has demonstrated that 

parental involvement in community activities is predictive of adolescent civic participation. In keeping with 

theoretical and empirical emphases (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986; Steinberg et al., 1992) on the importance of 

ecological context, we chose to examine the role of parental involvement in community activities as defining a 

context in which parenting styles and behaviors are expressed. Warm parents, who may or may not reinforce 

their children to participate in various activities, are exhibiting such behavior against a backdrop of their own 

civic participation or lack thereof. As noted, the civic involvement of parents depends on time—if parents work 

long hours, for example, they may not be able to put much time into the community. Reinforcement of youth 

opportunities and experiences may support the participational influence of parents, and it may underscore the 

importance of participation when parents are too busy to become involved in their communities. Accordingly, 

the functional meaning of parental reinforcement and warmth depends on the community roles of parents; 

parental community involvement potentially moderates effects of parental warmth and reinforcement on 

adolescent activity involvement. To understand the moderating role played by parental civic involvement, we 

can examine associations between adolescent activity involvement and other parental influences separately for 

groups of families defined by their levels of civic participation (Baron & Kenny, 1986). 

 

The warmth, reinforcement, and civic engagement of parents represent three different modes of 

intergenerational influence in the socialization of children's social involvement. This study investigates the role 

of these three distinct influences in determining the social involvement of youth. In theory, youth with warm 

parents are likely to be involved in community activities. A portion of this effect may be explained by the 

tendency of warm parents to reinforce their children in social endeavors. Both warmth and reinforcement should 

generate more of a difference in the social involvement of children when parents are relatively inactive. Data 

come from two waves of the Iowa Youth and Families Project. 

 

SAMPLE AND METHOD 

Participants 

Participants were drawn from the Iowa Youth and Families Project (Conger & Elder, 1994), a longitudinal 

study of 451 European American families from eight rural counties in north central Iowa. No minority families 

participated in this project because they resided in the target counties in such small numbers. Families were 

initially recruited for participation in 1989 if they had two biological parents living within the home, a seventh 

grade child, and a near-aged sibling. All participating families lived on farms or in rural communities with 

populations less than 6,500 (see Conger & Elder, 1994, for more details on sample and data collection 

procedures). Participating families were heavily reliant on an agriculture economy, both as farmers and 

members of communities heavily invested in agricultural success. The years prior to and encompassing this 

project witnessed plummeting land values, rising unemployment, stalled economic development, and the 

closing of numerous community businesses throughout the Midwest, and these Iowa counties were hit 

particularly hard by the agriculture crisis of the 1980s. 

 

Data used in this project are from the third and fourth waves of data collection, during which time participants 

were in the 9th and 10th grades. Only families who were still in intact marriages at this time yielded data for 

these analyses, resulting in an overall sample size of 362 families (target female participants = 190, male 

participants = 172). 

 

 

 



Procedure 

Researchers visited families in their homes on two occasions during each wave of data collection. During the 

first of these visits, parents, adolescents, and siblings completed a variety of questionnaires, Participants were 

also left an additional set of questionnaires to be completed and returned to researchers by mail. Questionnaires 

focused on a wide range of indexes of individual and family functioning and adjustment, as well as participants' 

daily activities and community integration. During the second visit, families participated in a series of 

videotaped structured interaction tasks that generated the measure of parental warmth described next. 

 

Measures 

Parental community involvement. When target adolescents were in 9th grade, each parent reported on 

whether he or she was involved in any community activities, the hours spent involved in these activities, 

leadership positions held, and church attendance. Activity involvement was determined by multiplying the 

number of reported community activities by hours of involvement for each parent (resulting mothers' 

component score: M = 6.81, SD = 7.27, range = 0-50; resulting fathers' component score: M = 7.57, SD = 8.81, 

range = 0-60). Activity leadership was scored as a 0 if a parent held no community leadership positions and 1 if 

a parent held at least one leadership position (resulting mothers' component score: M = .41, SD = .49, range = 

0-1; resulting fathers' component score: .M = .40, SD = ,49, range = 0-1). Church attendance was scored as a 0 

if parents attended church less than once a week, a 1 if parents attended church once a week, and a 2 if parents 

attended church more than once a week (resulting mothers' component score: M = .75, SD = .70, range = 0-2; 

resulting fathers' component score: M = .64, SD = 71, range = 0-2). Each of the three components of parental 

community involvement was converted to z scores for mothers and for fathers, then summed across these three 

indexes. These overall measures of mothers' and fathers' community involvement were averaged to obtain a 

measure of parental community involvement (adapted from Elder & Conger, in press). 

 

Parental warmth. The measure of parental warmth was obtained from a structured interaction task 

administered to parent—adolescent dyads within their homes. Prior to beginning these tasks, the researcher 

visiting the home had family members individually complete questionnaires designed to identify issues that 

often led to disagreements within the family. Family members were then asked to discuss a series of issues. 

Prior to discussion of each issue, the researchers started video recording equipment and left the room, returning 

after a set period of time to introduce the next topic of discussion and round of videotaping. Some of the 

discussion topics were of general interest to families, including parenting approaches and assignment of 

household responsibilities. Three topics were selected based on each family's questionnaire identification of 

issues of concern for their particular family. In such cases, families were asked to discuss and resolve the issue 

that was the most conflictual for their family, and to discuss and resolve the two remaining issues in turn, if time 

allowed. Videotapes were subsequently coded by trained observers (graduate research assistants or college 

graduate hourly employees, all of whom had completed a 200-240-hr training program to learn observational 

coding techniques) for a variety of interactional qualities (Conger, Ge, Elder, Lorenz, & Simons, 1994), 

including fathers' and mothers' warmth toward their children. Warmth was defined as expressions of care, 

concern, support, or encouragement exhibited by the parent toward the adolescent. Warmth scores ranged from 

1 (low) to 5 (high). Intraclass correlations were initially calculated as a measure of observer agreement, and 

were relatively low (.43 for mothers, .33 for fathers). Accordingly, raters met and reconciled all rating 

differences. The measures of maternal and paternal warmth used in this analyses represent this "consensus 

coded" data, making it of higher quality than would be suggested by intraclass correlations. Scores were then 

averaged across adolescents' interactions with mothers and fathers to obtain an overall measure of parental 

warmth. 

 

Parental reinforcement. Each parent completed the five-item reinforcement scale, designed to measure the 

extent to which the parent regularly demonstrated to the adolescent (in 9th grade) support for his or her 

activities, interests, and ideas (α = .75 [fathers], .80 [mothers]; sample item: "How often do you let this child 

know that you appreciate him/her, his /her ideas or the things he/she does?"). Responses to individual items 

were scored on different scales, and were summed across items for each parent after standardization. The final 



measure of parental reinforcement was obtained by averaging across mother and father responses, with high 

scores indicating strong reinforcement of adolescents. 

 

Adolescent involvement in community activities. During the 9th and 10th grades, adolescents reported their 

involvement in all school and community-based extracurricular activities. Adolescents were specifically 

questioned concerning involvement in school sports, whether they held any sports leadership positions (e.g., 

captain, cocaptain, or manager), participation in other school activities or offices (e.g., band, homecoming 

committee, science club), and involvement in community activities (e.g., Sunday-school teacher, Future 

Farmers of America, recreational basketball). Youth were assigned scores representing the total number of such 

activities in which they participated in 9th grade and again in 10th grade. The number of 9th grade activities 

reported by adolescents ranged from 0 to 14 for girls and from 0 to 13 for boys. Tenth grade activity 

involvement ranged from participation in 0 to 15 activities for boys and girls. Preliminary data analyses 

examined whether the effects documented in this article differed when we considered separately different types 

of activity participation (e.g., sports involvement, service activities, academic clubs). These analyses indicated 

that parental effects on such activity involvement did not differ according to activity type. Accordingly, we 

collapsed all types of activity participation into one composite measure. We also believed that extensive 

involvement with one type of extracurricular activity was not equivalent to involvement across a wide range of 

activities. Intense, focused participation with one specific group or sport may indicate a significant interest or 

talent, but not necessarily an equally strong level of community investment. This is particularly likely to be true 

in small, rural communities in which more students are likely to be included in extracurricular activities. In such 

environments, for example, tremendous athletic prowess is not necessarily a prerequisite for membership on the 

school football team. Membership on the football team in a small community is more likely to be an indicator of 

school or community involvement in general, and its benefits may accumulate with those of other types of 

activities, such as membership on the debate team or serving meals at the local homeless shelter. 

 

Plan of Analysis 

Using a traditional approach, questions regarding the roles of parental involvement in community activities, 

parental warmth, and parental encouragement in relation to adolescent activity involvement would be 

investigated by examining interaction effects to consider whether effects of specific parental variables (e.g., the 

influence of parental warmth) varied in relation to levels of other predictor variables (e.g., parental involvement 

in community activities). If significant interaction effects were observed, the sample would then be divided 

based on levels of parental community involvement to determine whether the effects of warmth on adolescent 

activity involvement varied for parents who were high versus low in involvement themselves. 

 

In this case, this traditional approach is not warranted, for reasons having to do with statistical power and 

hypothesis testing. Rosnow and Rosenthal (1989a, 1989b) argued that the approach outlined previously is 

inappropriately conservative, as the power needed to detect significant interaction effects typically requires 

extremely large samples. Instead, these experts argued that researchers should perform focused tests based on 

theory-driven predictions concerning the nature of relations among variables. 

 

To develop predictions concerning the nature of associations between parental variables and adolescent 

involvement in community activities, we drew on three sources. Darling and Steinberg (1993) stressed the 

importance of distinguishing between the roles of parenting style and parenting practices in child socialization 

research. The writings of Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1986), have stressed the importance of considering ecological 

context in developmental work. Finally, previous research using this same data set (Chan & Elder, 1999; Elder 

& Conger, in press) has demonstrated that a key factor associated with adolescent community involvement is 

the community involvement of parents. 

 

Based on our readings of the previous works, we believed it likely that parental involvement in community 

activities represented a context that would moderate associations between other parental variables (parental 

warmth and encouragement) and adolescent involvement in community activities. Accordingly, we divided 

families into two groups based on a median split of parental community involvement. We then developed a 



model (Figure 1) predicting that parental warmth (a stylistic dimension of parenting style) contemporaneously 

influences adolescents' likelihood of participating in 9th grade extracurricular activities both directly and 

indirectly, by influencing parents' likelihood of encouraging their children's activities and interests (a parenting 

practice). Parental warmth and reinforcement are similarly presumed to influence adolescent involvement in 

extracurricular activities 1 year later, in 10th grade. Least squares regression techniques were used to determine 

path coefficients or beta weights (standardized partial regression coefficients) for a path analysis describing 

these relations. Path analysis is preferable to structural equation modeling when sample size is small and when 

conducting inductive analyses rather than testing a more complete theory than is represented by the model 

presented here (Biddle & Marlin, 1987). 

 

Preliminary analyses were conducted separately for boys versus girls to determine whether separate models 

should be tested for each. 

 
RESULTS 

Comparisons of Means for Boys Versus Girls 

Table 1 shows means and standard deviations for all model variables separately for boys and girls. In the 9th 

grade, girls participated in an average of 5,43 activities, whereas boys participated in an average of 4.33 

activities, 0359.1) = 3.88, p < .01. In 10th grade, girls were still participating in significantly more activities, 

5.05, than boys, 4.25, t(360) = 2.47, p < .05, although the magnitude of this difference was somewhat smaller. 

No other means differed by sex. 

 

 
 

Correlations Among Model Variables 

Overall, correlations among variables were similar in direction and magnitude for boys and girls. Accordingly, 

we combined participants across sex. We performed a median split based on levels of parental community 

involvement within each family. All subsequent analyses were then performed separately for the high versus 



low parental involvement families. Table 2 presents correlations among model variables for these combined 

groups of boys and girls, but separating families high versus low in parental community involvement, Parental 

warmth and reinforcement are significantly associated for high- and low-involvement families. Among low-

involvement families, both parental warmth and reinforcement are significantly associated with 9th grade 

adolescent community involvement and predictive of 10th grade community involvement. In contrast, among 

high-involvement families, 9th grade parental warmth and reinforcement are significantly associated with 

contemporaneous adolescent activity involvement, but not with adolescent activity involvement 1 year later. 

Within both groups, there are strong significant associations between 9th and 10th grade levels of activity 

involvement. 

 
Comparison of High- Versus Low-Involvement Families 

Table 2 also shows the means and standard deviations for all model variables separately for high versus low 

community involvement families. In 9th grade, adolescents from high-involvement families participated in an 

average of 5.49 activities, whereas adolescents from low-involvement families participated in an average of 

4.31 activities, t(360) = 4.13, p < .01. In 10th grade, adolescents from high-involvement families still 

participated in significantly more activities, 5.46, than adolescents from low-involvement families, 3.88, 

t(346.6) = 4.96, p < .01. No other variable means differed significantly for these two groups. 

 
 

 



Path Analyses 

Given the strong correlations observed among model variables, path analysis was an especially appropriate 

method of analysis, as it determine the unique contributions of each predictor of adolescent activity 

involvement, controlling for effects of other predictors. We performed path analyses separately for low versus 

high parental involvement families, predicting 9th and 10th grade activity involvement from 9th grade parental 

warmth and reinforcement. The results of the two path analyses are shown in Figures 2 and 3. To summarize, 

they indicate that among low-involvement families, 9th grade parental warmth and reinforcement are associated 

with 9
th

 grade youth activity involvement and predictive of Time 2 activity involvement. Among high-

involvement families, adolescent involvement is not predicted longitudinally by parental factors. 

 
 

Adolescents from low-involvement families. The model predicting 9th grade activity involvement for 

adolescents from families in which parents were less involved in community activities (Figure 2) was 

significant, F(2, 174) = 6.33, p < .01. Parental warmth accounted for 3% of the variance and reinforcement 

accounted for 2% of the variance. The model predicting 10th grade activity involvement was also significant, 

F(3, 173) = 53.07, p < .01. In this case, 9th grade activity involvement accounted for 37% of the variance in 

10th grade activity participation and 9th grade parental reinforcement accounted for an additional 3% of the 

variance in 10th grade activity participation over and above the contribution of 9th grade participation. At a p < 

.05 significance level, all predictor variables in the path diagram were significantly related to activity 

involvement outcomes, with the exception of 9th grade parental warmth, which was not predictive of 10th grade 

activity involvement once parental reinforcement was simultaneously included in the equation. When both 9th 

grade parental warmth and 9th grade reinforcement were included in the prediction of 10th grade activity 

involvement, the previously observed significant bivariate correlation between 9th grade warmth and 10th grade 

involvement was reduced to below significance, indicating that parental reinforcement mediates the 

relation between 9th grade parental warmth and 10th grade youth activity involvement. 

 

Adolescents from high-involvement families. Among youth from high parental involvement families (Figure 

3), the model predicting 9th grade activity involvement was significant, F(2, 176) = 4.73, p < .05. However, the 

association of warmth and activity involvement did not reach a p < .05 statistical significance level, Ninth grade 

parental reinforcement alone accounted for 2% of the variance in contemporaneous activity involvement. The 

model predicting 10th grade activity involvement was also significant, F(3, 175) = 58.28, p < .01, but neither 

9th grade parental warmth nor reinforcement was predictive of 10th grade activity involvement. Instead, 9th 

grade activity involvement accounted for 50% of the variance in 10th grade activity involvement. 

 

 

 



Post Hoc Comparisons Across Groups 

To test whether the differences between pairs of regression weights within the low versus high parental 

involvement groups were significant, we computed 95% confidence intervals to see whether the z scores for 

low-involvement youths' regression weights fell within the confidence intervals calculated around the z scores 

for the high-involvement adolescents' corresponding regression weights. In three cases, the regression weights 

for low-involvement youths' fell outside the confidence intervals calculated for the high-involvement 

adolescents. Parental warmth and reinforcement are more strongly associated among adolescents from high-

involvement families. Ninth grade parental reinforcement is more predictive of 10th grade adolescent activity 

involvement among youth from low-involvement families than from their counterparts from high-involvement 

families. Youth from families in which parents are highly involved in their communities show greater stability 

from 9th to 10th grade in activity involvement. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Parental warmth and reinforcement play important roles in promoting youth participation in school- and 

community-based extracurricular activities. However, the extent of parents' own involvement within their 

communities moderates these effects. When parents are inactive, we find strong contemporaneous associations 

between both parental warmth and reinforcement, and adolescent activity involvement. In such cases, parental 

warmth in 9th grade also predicts 10th grade adolescent community involvement indirectly, through the 

increased likelihood that warm parents will reinforce their children's endeavors. In contrast, in families high in 

parental community involvement, parental warmth and reinforcement are contemporaneously associated with 

higher levels of 9th grade adolescent activity involvement, but there is no longitudinal effect of warmth or 

reinforcement on adolescent activity involvement. 

 

Parental warmth and reinforcement are typically predictive of positive outcomes among adolescents. Parental 

warmth contributes to positive child outcomes both when assessed as an independent dimension (Janssens & 

Gerris, 1992), and as a component dimension of more broadly defined parenting styles (Steinberg, 1990). The 

benefits of parental reinforcement, or encouragement, occur for outcomes such as academic achievement 

(Steinberg et a]., 1992) and college attendance (Carpenter & Fleishman, 1987). This study indicates that warm 

and supportive parenting also supports the development of civic engagement among youth. Such engagement is 

in turn likely to have developmental benefits, and in particular has been linked to increased levels of academic 

competence (Eccles & Barber, 1999; Mahoney & Cairns, 1997). 

 

The varying nature of observed influences of parental warmth and reinforcement on adolescent activity 

involvement underscore the importance of drawing distinctions between stylistic and behavioral aspects of 

parenting when investigating familial influences on child and adolescent well-being. Much of the reason warm 

parents have socially involved youth appears to be because such parents reinforce their offsprings' interests and 

activities. This finding is consistent with a literature suggesting that beneficial effects of parental warmth may 

be explained by the parenting practices exhibited by warm parents (Steinberg et al., 1992). 

 

The most interesting finding presented here is the identification of circumstances under which parental warmth 

and reinforcement are not reliably linked with adolescent community involvement. Adolescents whose parents 

vary in their own civic engagement occupy separate ecological niches that have different implications for the 

effectiveness of other parental socialization influences. Adolescents with socially engaged parents are 

themselves more likely to become involved in community activities, and to maintain involvement over time. 

Yet they are not susceptible to influences of parental factors other than parental community involvement. Past 

research (Chan & Elder, 1999) has suggested that children whose parents are highly involved in community 

activities have increased opportunities and motivations to become involved themselves. It may be that strong 

parental community involvement puts in place constraints on adolescents that make the attitudes and other 

behaviors of parents irrelevant. If a father plays a strong leadership role in the county 4-H and is an enthusiastic 

"local" 4-H leader as well, his children may not have the option of refusing to participate in 4-H activities. This 

may be the case even if the highly involved father maintains a cold and distant relationship with his child, and is 

explicitly critical of his or her efforts and accomplishments. A ceiling effect may also help to explain these 



findings. Adolescents whose own parents are highly involved in community activities participate in a very large 

number of community activities. Adolescents from these families may be participating in as many activities as 

is logistically possible, making the additional influences of parental warmth and reinforcement negligible. 

In contrast, adolescents whose own parents are relatively uninvolved in community activities have fewer 

opportunities to observe and model community service. An alternative route is needed to direct them toward 

activity involvement. One such route is through the establishment of warm and supportive parental 

relationships. Warm parents inculcate a general sense of social competence in their children (Janssens & Gerris, 

1992), and socially competent children may seek out the social relationships with others that accompany 

extracurricular involvement. Adolescents who are unable to model their own parents' involvement patterns may 

also benefit from explicit parental reinforcement indicating that attempts to try out for the school basketball 

team, for example, are supported at home. 

 

Past research has clearly demonstrated the numerous benefits to adolescents and communities of youth 

participation in a broad range of formal community activities. This research has identified several meaningful 

ways in which parents influence the likelihood of children's becoming involved in community activities. First, 

parents can themselves become involved and invested in their communities. Children who realize their parents 

care enough about communities to spend time and energy maintaining them are likely to model such behaviors, 

However, for a variety of reasons, parents today may be unable or unwilling to volunteer their own time outside 

the home. Parents who form warm and supportive relationships with their offspring are more likely to engage in 

parenting practices that explicitly reinforce children's civic participation. Youth who know their activities are 

important to parents are themselves more likely to develop (and potentially maintain) such interests. 

These options may be particularly important for parents who are raising children in rural areas hard hit by the 

economic downturns of the 1980s. Residents within such communities have traditionally been strong in 

community involvement and investment, and are heavily reliant on one another. As the recent farm crisis has 

threatened the economic viability of a way of life, parents are increasingly reminded of the importance of 

inculcating a sense of civic responsibility in the minds of their children, Adolescents who form ties to their 

communities of residence are less likely to consider relocating to distant locations when formulating career and 

educational plans (Elder & Conger, in press). Given the heavy out-migration from Midwestern farming 

communities in recent years (Elder & Conger, in press), many adults are now realizing they must find ways to 

enhance the appeal of home communities. Individuals who choose to reside in rural areas are also heavily 

reliant on the physical and social support of friends and neighbors. When hard times hit, or even when 

prosperous times require more resources than are readily available within the family unit, rural residents must 

turn to others for advice, moral support, or assistance in completing chores and projects. The social bonds 

formed through involvement in community activities benefit residents by strengthening social ties that may be 

needed in future years. 

 

The research reported here is not without its limitations, First, adolescents themselves reported on both their 

perceptions of parental reinforcement and their own levels of activity involvement. An extensive literature 

documents adolescents' abilities to accurately and reliably report on their own parents' behaviors (see Golden, 

1969; Moscowitz & Schwarz, 1982), and there is no reason to suspect adolescent bias in reporting on their 

involvement in school and community activities. Still, we cannot completely rule out the possibility that 

observed associations between parental reinforcement and adolescent activity involvement are due to common 

source variance. In any case, no source other than youth report provides complete information concerning 

which adolescents are involved in school and community activities. Our confidence in findings is strengthened 

by the inclusion of an observational measure of parental warmth and by the role of parental reinforcement, 

which appears to link parental warmth and adolescent activity involvement. 

 

We also recognize that it is of interest to know whether parental involvement in community activities moderates 

associations between stylistic and observable aspects of parenting and adolescent community involvement in 

single-parent families, families from other ethnic groups, and families living in contexts far removed from the 

rural Midwest. Unfortunately, the demographic composition of the counties most affected by the farm crisis of 

the 1980s precluded exploration of issues related to family structure and ethnicity. Future research efforts, 



directed toward populations in different areas of the country, should be able to establish whether the relations 

among parental context, style, and practice hold within more diverse communities. In addition, there may be 

other contextual factors that moderate associations between parenting styles and practices and the 

likelihood that adolescents will become involved and invested in their communities of residence. Such factors 

may include involvement levels of peers, community norms and expectations, and characteristics of schools. 

Future research endeavors would do well to consider these issues, and to identify contexts that support 

adolescent integration into community institutions. 

 

Socialization researchers have long concluded that the actions and attitudes expressed by parents are potent 

influences on what children will become as adults. This article offers evidence suggesting that such 

socialization effects extend to the realm of civic responsibility, and that parents play a meaningful role in 

determining whether their offspring will invest in the social institutions of their communities. More important, 

we have shown that different types of influences from within the home can all serve similar functions in guiding 

youth toward a common endpoint—that of civic participation.. This finding suggests that as scholars and 

practitioners, we must be broad in our appreciation of the complexity of paths that may converge on a common 

goal. Each family must determine its own strengths and how to best focus them on the desired endpoint of 

raising children with an appreciation for civic responsibility. 
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