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Why civic 
engagement?
Research is “me-search”



My research is on the 
function of civic 
engagement in healthy 
youth development. 



Particular moment in time 

Patricia McKnight/Milwaukee Journal Sentinel Blumenthal & Hamburg, 2021



Civic 
engagement and 
health at both 
the individual 
and community 
level

Figure from Ballard (2019) report with 
Philanthropies for Active Civic Engagement 
(PACE)



“collective actions designed to identify 
and address issues of public concern”
—American Psychological Association

• Political action
– Voting, campaigning 
– Student government

• Activism
– Protesting/rallies
– Community organizing

• Volunteering
– Tutoring
– Mentoring

Civic Engagement



What does civic engagement have to do 
with health?

https://soundcloud.com/replyall/9-the-
writing-on-the-wall



Discrimination 

Do nothing

Do something about it

headache die

?



Civic Engagement 
à Health

ü Cope with stress
ü Makes you feel good, lifts 

mood
ü Active
ü Social connections
ü Can help develop a sense of 

purpose and meaning 
ü Make healthy changes in 

community



Developmental 
Psychology 
Theory
• Positive youth development 

(Hershberg et al., 2015; 
Schreier et al.,2013 )

• Sociopolitical development 
(Ballard & Ozer, 2016; Watts, 
Diemer & Voight, 2011)



My own research: 
A multi-method 
approach
1. Survey methods
2. Interview methods
3. Clinical, community, and school-
based interventions





Research 
Questions

• Does civic engagement during late 
adolescence and early adulthood 
predict health later in adulthood?

• Do the effects of civic engagement 
differ across three types of health 
outcomes (mental health, physical 
health, and health behaviors?

• Do outcomes differ depending on 
the form of civic engagement 
(voting, volunteering, and 
activism)?)



Study design

• Sample
• 9,471 participants
• M age = 15.9 (Wave 1)

• Propensity score matching

Wave I (1994-
1995)

11 – 20 years 
old

Wave III (2001-
2002)

18 – 27 years 
old

Wave IV 
(2008)

24 – 34 years 
old

Harris et al., 2009 



Matched on 37 background variables:

Demographics
• Male
• Age
• Agesq
• White
• Black
• Hispanic
• Asian
• Native
• Other
• Foreign born
• Parental 

education
• Region1
• Region2
• Region4
• College 

aspirations

Social connections
• Neighbors look out
• Neighborhood not safe
• Feel safe in school
• Teachers care
• Parents care
• Friends care
• Family understands
• Religiosity

School Performance
• Grade in English
• Grade in math
• Grade in social studies
• Civic extracurriculars

Health
• General health
• Symptoms
• Physical limitations
• Depression
• BMI
• Physical activity
• Screen time
• Marijuana use
• Cocaine use
• Inhalants use
• Binge drinking
• Smoking regularly



Volunteering 

(Ballard, Hoyt, & Pachucki, 2019)

Depression 

Risky health 
Behaviors Activism 



Volunteering 

(Ballard, Hoyt, & Pachucki, 2019)

Depression 

Risky health 
Behaviors Activism 
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Voting 

(Ballard, Hoyt, & Pachucki, 2019)

Depression 

Risky health 
Behaviors Activism 

-
-
+



Conclusions

1. Volunteering and voting predict 
better health
- lower depressive symptoms 

and risky health behaviors

2. Activism predicts worse health
- more risky health behaviors
- did not predict depressive 

symptoms



Volunteering 
à Health 
• Directly helping people
• Doing good feels good
• Improves mood, lifts spirit
• Biological benefit (oxytocin; 

improve immune function)

Can volunteering be used to 
promote better mental health?



“Prescribing” 
volunteering as part 
of treatment for 
adolescent 
depression

Ballard, Daniel, Anderson, Nicolotti, Caballero 
Quinones, Lee & Koehler, (in press)
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Key Qualitative Findings 



Voting à Health 
• Making voice heard
• Doing my part/civic duty
• Joining with others
• Taking action on something that is meaningful



The 
intersections 
of voting 
and health: 
Review of 
research 
findings

• Elections can be stressful (Hagan et 
al., 2020; Hoyt et al., 2018)

• Poor health is related to lower voting 
behavior (Pacheco & Fletcher, 2015)

• Poor health and specific health 
conditions can motivate political 
behavior including voting (Peterson 
& Gabbidon, 2007)

• Interventions can increase voter 
participation (Brown, Raza & Pinto, 
2020)

• Electoral engagement might help 
people cope with sociopolitical 
stress (Ballard et al., in prep)



Sociopolitical 
Stress, 
Coping, and 
Well-being 
among 
College 
Students 
during the 
2020 Election

• There is so much we don’t know!  
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Strategies for Coping with 
Sociopolitical Stress

• Increased election participation 
as a way to cope with 
sociopolitical stress?

Ballard, Hoyt, Yazdani, Kornbluh, Davis, Cohen 
& Hagan (in prep)



Why should 
healthcare 
providers 
care about 
patients’ civic 
engagement?

• As a trusted community member, you 
can provide an invitation to civic life
• It can be good for individual patients’ 

health and well-being
• It can improve representation in 

health/well-being related policies
• It can improve community health, 

improving health/well-being



Civic 
Engagement 
is important 
for community
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Thank you! 

Please be in touch!
Parissa J. Ballard
pballard@wakehealth.edu


