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ABSTRACT 

 Youths’ civic engagement is critical for healthy democracies and can be a powerful force 

for social change. However, there is little integration across the literature regarding the 

personality traits and social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) skills that are critical for youth’s 

civic engagement. In addition, there is a gap in understanding how engaging in a variety of civic 

and political activities may engender change in traits and SEB skills. The purpose of this 

dissertation was to explore how adolescents’ and emerging adults’ personality traits and SEB 

skills can inform and can be cultivated by their engagement in civic and political activities. This 

question was explored through a theoretical review and integration of the literature (Study 1), a 

quasi-experimental study (Study 2), and an intensive longitudinal study (Study 3). Findings from 

this dissertation suggest that the full spectrum of personality traits and SEB skills are important 

for understanding youth civic engagement. In addition, findings indicate that simply engaging in 

civic and political activities doesn’t necessitate positive trait or skill development and the context 

of these experiences may be especially important for understanding subsequent trait and skill 

change. These findings have implications for both future developmental research, applied 

programs, and interventions.  
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CHAPTER 1: EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 A critical developmental task during the transition from adolescence to adulthood is 

becoming an engaged citizen (Flanagan & Levine, 2010), but some research suggests that sizable 

percentage of adolescents and emerging adults are not civically or politically engaged (Snell, 

2010; Wray-Lake et al., 2014). This finding has motivated scholars to understand the 

psychological antecedents of youth1 civic engagement. This work has explored youths’ beliefs 

(e.g., Alvis & Metzger, 2020; Dull et al., 2021; Metzger et al., 2019; Oosterhoff et al., 2018), 

critical consciousness (e.g., Diemer & Rapa, 2016; Hope & Bañales, 2019; May et al., 2022; 

Watts et al., 2011), motivations (e.g., Ballard, 2014; Carlo et al., 2005; Moore et al., 2014; 

Yazdani et al., 2022), developmental competencies (e.g., Metzger et al., 2018; Obradović & 

Masten, 2007), and character strengths (e.g., Metzger et al., 2016; Oosterhoff, Whillock, et al., 

2021). Civic engagement has also been associated with a host of positive developmental 

outcomes including improved academic performance, more years of education, better health, and 

better well-being (Ballard et al., 2019; Ballard & Syme, 2016; Chan et al., 2014; Hart et al., 

2014; Seider et al., 2020; Wray-Lake, DeHaan, et al., 2019; Wray-Lake, Shubert, et al., 2019). 

Thus, the personal qualities of youth may inform and be cultivated by their civic engagement. 

The purpose of this work was to investigate the relationships between youth civic 

engagement and two types of personal qualities— personality traits and social, emotional, and 

behavioral (SEB) skills— that have largely been unexplored in the youth civic engagement 

literature. Personality traits are characteristic patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving across 

situations and can be understood as someone’s tendencies for behaviors. SEB skills help 

 
 
1 I use the term “youth” as a shorthand for adolescents and emerging adults throughout this dissertation.  
 



2 
 

individuals maintain social relationships, regulate emotions, and manage goal- and learning-

directed behaviors and, in contrast to personality traits, can be understood as someone’s 

functional capacities for behaviors. Both what youth tend to do and what they can do may 

inform their civic and political activities, and engaging in these activities cultivate trait and skill 

development. 

Three questions guided this investigation: 1) How are personality traits and SEB skills 

related to different facets of civic engagement during adolescence and emerging adulthood? 2) 

Does civic engagement predict change in personality traits and SEB skills? 3) What are the 

bidirectional associations between (a) personality traits and civic engagement and (b) SEB skills 

and civic engagement? These questions were explored across a theoretical review and integration 

of the literature (Study 1), a quasi-experimental study (Study 2), and a longitudinal study (Study 

3).  

In Study 1, I reviewed the robust, but disconnected, literature on the personal qualities 

that are associated with adolescent and emerging adult civic engagement and argued that a five-

factor framework that differentiates between personality traits and SEB skills can organize and 

integrate this literature. In addition, I argue that the five-factor trait and skill framework is 

particularly well-poised to answer critical questions about the development of civic engagement 

during adolescence and emerging adulthood.   

Study 2 utilized two waves of data from two groups of college students: 1) a group 

engaged in campus-based volunteering and 2) a comparison group of students who were not 

actively volunteering. Results from this study indicate that higher levels of social engagement 

skills, cooperation skills, innovation skills, extraversion, agreeableness, and openness to 

experience are associated with higher levels of prosocial civic behaviors and political behaviors. 
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In addition, highly skilled and more conscientious students participated in campus-based 

volunteering, but students engaged in volunteering experienced declines in their cooperation 

skills, extraversion, and openness to experience across the study duration.  

Study 3 utilized data from college students who completed biweekly surveys on their 

SEB skills, personality traits, informal helping, volunteering, and activism. Results indicated that 

there were between-person effects linking all SEB skills and all personality traits— except for 

emotional stability— to all civic activities. There were also within-person effects linking SEB 

skills to every civic activity, agreeableness to activism, and emotional stability to informal 

helping. Furthermore, there was a bidirectional within-person effect such that youth who 

engaged in more in-person activism, relative to their own average, reported higher levels of 

emotional resilience skills, relative to their own average, in subsequent weeks, and higher levels 

of emotional resilience skills, relative to their own average, predicted more in-person activism, 

relative to their own average, in subsequent weeks.  

Taken together, this dissertation advances our understanding of the associations among 

personality traits, SEB skills, and civic engagement during adolescence and emerging adulthood 

and supports two key conclusions. First, the five factors underlying personality traits and SEB 

skills support youths’ civic engagement, and prosocial civic, standard political, and activism-

related activities have distinct associations with specific personality traits and SEB skills. 

Second, simply engaging in civic and political activities over the course of a semester doesn’t 

necessitate positive trait or skill development and the context of these experiences may be more 

important for understanding subsequent trait and skill change.   
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CHAPTER 2: AN INTEGRATIVE FRAMEWORK OF THE PERSONAL QUALITIES 

ASSOCIATED WITH YOUTH CIVIC AND POLITICAL PARTICIPATION  

 Adolescents and emerging adults are frequently stereotyped as disinterested and 

disengaged from politics and community affairs. However, in recent years, the political and civic 

engagement of young people has made national headlines. In 2018, 18-year-old X González 

became the face of March for Our Lives and an advocate for gun control, and 15-year-old Greta 

Thunberg began protesting for climate change and addressed the United Nations Climate Change 

Conference. In 2022, 18-year-old Jaylen Smith was elected mayor of Earle, Arkansas, becoming 

the youngest Black mayor in American history.  

These contemporary examples are not anomalies of the modern age. Young people have 

always been at the forefront of social change. However, research also indicates that many youth2 

are disengaged from civic life (Snell, 2010; Wray-Lake et al., 2014). What differentiates X 

González, Greta Thunberg, and Jaylen Smith from their peers who are not as politically and 

civically engaged? Two strands of research have sought to investigate the antecedents, processes, 

and consequences of youth civic engagement. The first approach emphasizes the importance of 

contextual factors, including family, peers, schools, community, opportunity structures, and 

broader macrolevel forces such as systemic racism. The second approach emphasizes individual-

level factors, including motivation, values, beliefs, character strengths, developmental 

competencies, and other personal qualities. The two approaches are not in opposition but rather 

complement each other. That is, given particular contextual factors, certain personal qualities 

prime youth to engage in their communities and help them accomplish their civic goals.  

 
 
2 I use the term “youth” as a shorthand for adolescents and emerging adults throughout the manuscript.  
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This manuscript is guided by two aims. The first is to summarize and integrate the 

literature on the personal qualities associated with adolescent and emerging adults’ civic 

engagement. This literature draws on research across developmental, community, personality, 

political, and positive psychology. The second aim is to provide a roadmap for future research on 

the study of the personal qualities implicated in understanding youth civic engagement. Here, I 

argue that a five-factor framework, derived from contemporary models of personality and social, 

emotional, and behavioral skills (e.g., John et al., 2008; Soto et al., 2022a), can organize the 

myriad of personal qualities associated with youth civic engagement. In addition, I argue that 

research with this framework should explicitly assess both traits, what youth tend to do, and 

skills, what they are capable of. Finally, I propose future directions for research on the personal 

qualities associated with youth civic engagement, including a focus on 1) multidimensionality, 2) 

specificity, 3) bidirectionality and reciprocity, 4) developmental processes with environmental 

factors, and 5) trait and skill interactions with other individual-level factors such as beliefs, 

knowledge, motivation, values, and attitudes.  

 The first section of this manuscript defines civic participation and two different 

approaches to understanding the personal qualities that promote civic participation: 1) 

personality traits, and 2) social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) skills. The second section 

describes how a five-factor framework that distinguishes between personality traits and SEB 

skills can synthesize research that links a variety of self-regulatory, social, emotional, and 

sociocognitive qualities to youth civic engagement. The final section charts future directions for 

researching personal qualities and adolescent and emerging adult civic engagement. 
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Section 1: Conceptual Foundations 

Youth Civic and Political Engagement 

Understanding how young people become engaged in the broader community is critical 

for society. Engaged citizens promote democracy, advance human rights, and care for their 

communities. The developmental period of adolescence and emerging adulthood is particularly 

important because civic participation during this time establishes participation patterns that 

extend into adulthood (Chan et al., 2014; Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Finlay et al., 2010). Civic 

engagement during adolescence and emerging adulthood is also related to several concurrent and 

prospective positive developmental outcomes for youth including better physical and mental 

health, greater life satisfaction, higher socioeconomic status, and higher levels of academic 

achievement and educational attainment (Ballard et al., 2019; Ballard & Syme, 2016; Chan et al., 

2014; Hart et al., 2014; Moorfoot et al., 2015; Seider et al., 2020; Wray-Lake, DeHaan, et al., 

2019; Wray-Lake, Shubert, et al., 2019). Civic engagement has traditionally been defined in 

terms of behaviors such as volunteering or voting, but recent definitions have included 

knowledge, values, and a broader array of behaviors that constitute prosocial and political 

contributions to community and society (Sherrod & Lauckhardt, 2009; Wray-Lake, Metzger, et 

al., 2017). Furthermore, many of these newer definitions have included the “civic skills” 

necessary for participation in society, but these civic skills have not always been clearly defined. 

The purpose of this work is to draw attention to this underexplored facet of youth civic 

engagement and provide a unifying framework for understanding these skills.   

Civic Participation as a Multidimensional Construct 

To understand the role that personality traits and SEB skills play in civic and political 

development, I focus this review on youths’ civic and political behaviors— or what I term civic 
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participation. Civic participation can vary in its scope from the macro-level (e.g., international or 

national) to the micro-level (e.g., a school or neighborhood) and from the personal sphere (e.g., 

political discussion with friends) to the public sphere (e.g., participating in a protest). Civic 

participation also spans distinct but related political and civic domains and can best be 

understood and studied as a multidimensional construct constituted by specific facets (Amnå, 

2012; Sherrod & Lauckhardt, 2009; Wray-Lake, Metzger, et al., 2017).   

This multidimensional approach to the study of civic participation has two key 

advantages. For one, facets of civic participation vary in their degree of interrelation (Metzger et 

al., 2019). For example, prosocial civic behaviors such as volunteering are often weakly 

associated or not associated at all with political behaviors during adolescence and emerging 

adulthood (Cohen & Chaffee, 2013; Obradović & Masten, 2007; Walker, 2002). In addition, 

youth’s political participation can be differentiated according to whether it operates within or 

outside of existing political and institutional structures (Amnå, 2012; Kornbluh et al., 2022; 

Watts & Flanagan, 2007). Voting, joining political clubs, contacting representatives, and 

working on campaigns exemplify standard political behaviors that work within existing political 

and institutional structures. Activism-related activities such as protesting, boycotting, buycotting, 

and civil disobedience attempt to challenge these structures and promote social change, and thus, 

can largely be categorized as existing outside of formal structures.  

The second advantage to conceptualizing civic participation as multidimensional is that it 

allows for clarity on what factors promote which facet of civic engagement for which youth and 

how different forms of civic participation differentially predict consequential developmental 

outcomes (Sherrod & Lauckhardt, 2009; Wray-Lake, Metzger, et al., 2017). Adolescents and 

emerging adults demonstrate differing patterns of civic participation depending on their 
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experiences, knowledge, and interests as well as the opportunities and constraints in their 

environment (Anyiwo et al., 2020; Cohen & Chaffee, 2013; Hope & Jagers, 2014; Watts & 

Flanagan, 2007; Wray-Lake & Sloper, 2016). Furthermore, facets of civic engagement also a) 

follow different developmental trajectories (Wray-Lake et al., 2020), b) have different contextual 

and individual antecedents (Metzger et al., 2018, 2019; Sherrod & Lauckhardt, 2009; Torney-

Purta et al., 2004; Wray-Lake & Sloper, 2016), and c) different developmental consequences in 

terms of educational attainment, health, and well-being outcomes in adulthood (Ballard et al., 

2019). 

 There are also important sociodemographic differences in the frequency and 

developmental trajectories of certain civic activities (Kornbluh et al., 2022; Sherrod & 

Lauckhardt, 2009; Wray-Lake et al., 2020; Wray-Lake, Schulenberg, et al., 2017; Wray-Lake & 

Sloper, 2016). The antecedents of these sociodemographic differences are rooted in systems of 

oppression, dominant ideologies, and laws and policies which characterize the macrosystems of 

human development. For example, gender differences in civic actions such as volunteering are 

likely a consequence of gender socialization processes through which girls are socialized to be 

more prosocial than boys (Sherrod & Lauckhardt, 2009). Racial and ethnic differences in civic 

participation reflect the historical and contemporary structural inequities that disenfranchise and 

marginalize people of color (Anyiwo et al., 2020; Watts & Flanagan, 2007). A multidimensional 

approach best represents the myriad expressions of adolescents and emerging adults’ civic 

participation. 

Approaches to Studying the Development of Civic Participation 

Adolescent and emerging adults’ civic participation is usually viewed positively by both 

researchers and practitioners, and research is typically approached through a positive youth 
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development lens (Amnå, 2012; Lerner et al., 2014; Sherrod & Lauckhardt, 2009; Watts & 

Flanagan, 2007). The positive youth development framework is grounded in the relational 

developmental systems metatheory which emphasizes the importance of dynamic youth-context 

interactions, plasticity in development, and the agency of youth in shaping their own 

development (Lerner et al., 2014, 2015). Significant developmental research has explored how a 

variety of ecological assets foster civic participation (Anyiwo et al., 2018; Quintelier, 2015; 

Rossi et al., 2016; Torney-Purta, 2002; Wray-Lake et al., 2016; Wray-Lake & Sloper, 2016; Zaff 

et al., 2008). Some examples of these ecological assets include political discussions with parents 

(e.g., Diemer, 2012), peer connectedness (e.g., Oosterhoff, Alvis, et al., 2021), and equitable 

school climate and democratic classroom practices (e.g., Jagers et al., 2017; Torney-Purta et al., 

2007).  

To further ground research on youth civic participation in developmental theory, I argue 

that significant attention should also be paid to the psychological attributes that young people 

bring to these contexts. This argument is not to undermine or devalue the important work that 

has been done in understanding contextual factors that promote youths’ civic and political 

involvement. Rather, the intentional study of psychological attributes is critical in answering 

fundamental questions such as who becomes civically and politically involved, given particular 

ecological assets, and what are psychological consequences of that participation. The interaction 

between the psychological strengths of young people and their environment constitutes the unit 

of analysis for understanding the development of civic and political participation across 

adolescence and emerging adulthood (Lerner et al., 2014).  



 

10 
 

Personal Qualities 

Scholars and educators have expressed concern for the development and measurement of 

the competencies that are prerequisite to prosocial, standard political, and activism-related 

behaviors (CIRCLE, 2010; Jagers et al., 2019; Kirlin, 2003; Youniss et al., 2002). In recent 

years, important theoretical and empirical work has connected several developmental 

competencies to adolescent and emerging adults’ civic engagement, but there is no consensus 

across this literature. In the following subsections, I define two types of personal qualities, 

personality traits and SEB skills, their links to important developmental outcomes, and their 

theoretical connection to youth civic engagement.     

Personality Traits  

Personality traits capture characteristic patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving across 

situations (Roberts & Yoon, 2022). In other words, personality traits are what someone tends to 

do. One of the most utilized frameworks for the study of personality traits is the Big Five 

Taxonomy, which organizes traits among the dimensions of extraversion (sociable and energetic 

vs. reserved and cautious), agreeableness (compassionate and trusting vs. callous and 

suspicious), conscientiousness (thorough and responsible vs. careless and irresponsible), negative 

emotionality (anxious and self-doubting vs. calm and self-assured), and openness to experience 

(inquisitive and creative vs. pragmatic and conventional) (John et al., 2008).  

Importantly, despite connotations of being fixed and research indicating relative stability 

across situations, personality traits do change, and they are changeable. Personality traits 

demonstrate systematic, mean-level change with youth becoming more agreeable, conscientious, 

and emotionally stable into emerging adulthood (Bleidorn, 2015; Ringwald et al., 2023). Beyond 

normative developmental changes, youths’ life experiences also engender personality change. 
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For example, investing more effort into doing homework is associated with gains in 

conscientiousness during early adolescence (Göllner et al., 2017), and first romantic relationship 

experiences are associated with personality change during emerging adulthood (Wagner et al., 

2015).   

Research on personality traits has also indicated that what youth tend to do matters (Soto 

& Tackett, 2015). For example, high levels of conscientiousness are consistently linked to 

academic achievement (Mammadov, 2022; Poropat, 2009), lower levels of negative emotionality 

is associated with better mental health and well-being (Ozer & Benet-Martínez, 2006), 

agreeableness and extraversion are associated with peer acceptance and friendships (Ozer & 

Benet-Martínez, 2006), and higher levels of openness to experience is associated with obtaining 

a college degree (Beck & Jackson, 2022).  

Though there is not much research on how the Big Five personality traits relate to youth 

civic and political participation, political scientists have called attention to the contribution of 

adults’ traits to their political participation, particularly in terms of trait interactions with 

environmental factors and other individual-level variables such as beliefs (Gerber et al., 2011; 

Mondak et al., 2010; Vecchione & Caprara, 2009). Research with adults suggests that 

agreeableness is associated with prosocial civic behaviors like volunteering, openness to 

experience is associated with conventional and social-justice-related political behaviors such as 

voting, activism, and contributing money and working for a political party/campaign, and 

extraversion is associated with prosocial civic behaviors, conventional political behaviors, and 

activism (Ackermann, 2019; Beck & Jackson, 2022; Brandt et al., 2022; Furnham & Cheng, 

2019; Mondak et al., 2010; Omoto et al., 2010; Stahlmann et al., 2023).  
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It is likely that personality traits act as a selection effect for who becomes involved when 

there is an opportunity to engage with the community during adolescence and emerging 

adulthood. Youth who tend to behave in certain ways likely seek out contexts to engage in those 

behaviors. For example, more extraverted youth may be more likely to become politically and 

civically involved because they can interact with others through volunteering, working on a 

campaign, going to community meetings, or participating in activism. Youth who have high 

levels of openness to experience may also be more drawn to new experiences and opportunities 

that allow them to think about abstract topics like political and social issues.  

Beyond selection effects, personality development happens in conjunction with identity 

development and the transition to adult roles— two defining features of adolescence and 

emerging adulthood (Hill & Edmonds, 2017; Roberts & Wood, 2006). Developmental theorists 

have frequently highlighted the importance of developing a civic identity during adolescence and 

emerging adulthood (Flanagan, 2003). For some youth, personality development is likely 

reciprocally associated with the exploration of civic identities and the transition to citizenship. 

Core to identity development is deciding who you want to become and engaging in behaviors 

that support coherence with that identity. Youth who desire to become active citizens will likely 

change their behaviors to match their self-conception as active citizens, and important others will 

likely begin to view them and respond to them as a contributing member of the community 

(Roberts & Wood, 2006). Psychological investment in social roles, such as spouse, parent, and 

employee, promote identity development and are also a major source of personality change 

(Bleidorn et al., 2013; Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2007). No matter whether it is through selection 

effects or socialization effects, consistently engaging in civic behaviors likely contributes to 

youths’ burgeoning civic identity and could potentially lead to subsequent personality change. 



 

13 
 

Social, Emotional and Behavioral Skills  

Social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) skills are a person’s capacities to maintain social 

relationships, regulate emotions, and manage goal- and learning-directed behaviors (Soto et al., 

2021). In other words, SEB skills represent individuals’ functional capacities or what they are 

capable of when the situation calls for it. SEB skills have been hypothesized to be particularly 

important during adolescence because the biological and cognitive transitions during this 

developmental period make certain SEB skills newly possible, and navigating the developmental 

tasks of adolescence requires SEB skills (Napolitano et al., 2021). Because of their importance in 

the lives of young people, scholars across the fields of education, economics, and psychology 

have sought to operationally define SEB skills. This work has produced over 100 different 

frameworks to understand the structure, function, development, and correlates of SEB skills 

(Berg et al., 2017).  

Although there is a dizzying number of SEB skill frameworks to choose from, many 

share similar psychological content with the Big Five personality traits (Abrahams et al., 2019; 

Napolitano et al., 2021; Primi et al., 2019; Soto et al., 2021; Walton et al., 2021). In fact, recent 

taxometric work on the Behavioral, Emotional, and Social Skills Inventory (BESSI) 

demonstrated a hierarchical, five-domain structure in which specific SEB skill facets converged 

and defined five domains: 1) Social engagement skills that are used to actively engage with other 

people (cf. extraversion), 2) Cooperation skills that are used to maintain positive social 

relationships (cf. agreeableness), 3) Self-management skills that are used to effectively pursue 

goals and complete tasks (cf. conscientiousness), 4) Emotional resilience skills that are used to 

regulate emotions and moods (cf. negative emotionality), and 5) Innovation skills that are used to 

engage with novel ideas and experiences (cf. openness) (Soto et al., 2022a). 
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Research on SEB skills is relatively new compared to the Big Five, but emerging 

empirical evidence suggests that strength in SEB skills during adolescence is associated with 

higher levels of academic engagement and achievement, better well-being and physical health, 

and higher quality relationships (Guo et al., 2022; Kautz et al., 2014; Soto et al., 2022a, 2022b). 

In addition, SEB skills and personality traits are not redundant. Initial evidence of convergent 

and discriminant validity of SEB skills with Big Five personality traits suggests that SEB skills 

are related but distinguishable from traits (Lechner et al., 2022; Soto et al., 2022a). SEB skills 

also provide incremental validity over personality traits when predicting academic engagement, 

peer acceptance, peer and parent relationship quality, well-being, and prosocial, stand political, 

and activism-related actions during adolescence (Soto et al., 2022b). In addition, SEB skills 

contribute unique variance, beyond personality traits, when predicting outcomes in challenging 

contexts, including standardized testing and performance in social role-playing exercises (Breil 

et al., 2022; Soto et al., 2023; Yoon et al., 2024).  

This research suggests that what youth are capable of matters for their thriving and civic 

participation, beyond what they tend to do. Furthermore, SEB skills may be particularly 

important for understanding adolescents’ and emerging adults’ civic activities, as participation in 

the broader community often arises from novel or challenging contextual demands. For example, 

emerging adults who reported greater COVID-19-related stressors also reported higher levels of 

activism (Kornbluh et al., 2022). With new contextual demands, youth may act in ways they 

might not tend to, so they can “meet the moment” and improve their communities (Soto et al., 

2021; Napolitano et al., 2024).  
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Section 2: An Organizing Framework for Studying Personal Qualities and Youth Civic 

Engagement  

There has been no work to date that integrates the findings across the literature linking 

youth’s personal qualities to civic and political participation. This might be because researchers 

use different terminology when referring to these qualities such as “competencies” (Metzger et 

al., 2018) and “character strengths” (Metzger et al., 2016; Oosterhoff, Whillock, et al., 2021). 

Other research has focused on specific constructs such as empathy (e.g., Silke et al., 2021) or 

emotion regulation (e.g., Riley et al., 2021). In this section, I argue that competencies, character 

strengths, and prominent “standalone” constructs such as empathy and emotion regulation can be 

organized across five factors and two dimensions (i.e., trait/skill), corresponding to the Big Five 

personality traits and the SEB skill domains in the BESSI (Soto et al., 2022a). Table 1 organizes 

findings from the literature across this five-factor trait and skill framework.
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Table 1 

Constructs Theoretically or Empirically Associated with Youth Civic Engagement Span Five Domains 

Conscientiousness 
Self-Management Skills 

Extraversion 
Social Engagement Skills 

Agreeableness  
Cooperation Skills 

Negative Emotionality 
Emotional Resilience Skills 

Openness to Experience 
Innovation Skills 

Organization 
(Kirlin, 2003) 
 
Planning 
(Wray-Lake, Metzger, et al., 
2017) 
 
Responsibility 
(Metzger et al., 2016) 
 
Self-control 
(Gülseven et al., 2023) 
 
Self-regulation 
(Hardy et al., 2015; Le et al., 
2022; Lerner et al., 2014) 
 
Self-management skills 
(Soto et al., 2022b) 
 

Communication 
(Kirlin, 2003; Shah et al., 2009; 
Wray-Lake, Metzger, et al., 
2017) 
 
Extraversion 
(Eisenberg et al., 2009; Moore et 
al., 2014) 
 
Leadership 
(Metzger et al., 2016) 
 
Social engagement skills 
(Soto et al., 2022b) 
 

Agreeableness 
(Carlo et al., 2005) 
 
Collective decision-making  
(Kirlin, 2003) 
 
Cooperation skills 
(Soto et al., 2022b) 
 
Cooperative problem solving 
(Youniss et al., 2002) 
 
Empathy 
(Metzger et al., 2018; Wray-Lake & 
Syvertsen, 2011) 
 
Generosity   
(Metzger et al., 2016) 
 
Perspective-taking 
(Sewell et al., 2023; Silke et al., 
2021) 
 
Trust 
(Flanagan, 2003; Torney-Purta et al., 
2004) 
 
 
 

Anger 
(Anyiwo et al., 2020; Wray-Lake 
et al., 2018) 
 
Emotion regulation 
(Metzger et al., 2018; Riley et al., 
2021; Wray-Lake &  
Syvertsen, 2011) 
 
Stress 
(Anyiwo et al., 2020; Hope et al., 
2022) 
 
Stress regulation 
(Sewell et al., 2023) 
 
 

Abstract thinking  
(Sewell et al., 2023; Wray-Lake 
& Syvertsen, 2011) 
 
Critical thinking 
(Kirlin, 2003; Youniss et al., 
2002) 
 
Critical reflection 
(Heberle et al., 2020; Kornbluh 
et al., 2022; Le et al., 2022; 
Watts et al., 2011; Watts & 
Flanagan, 2007)  
 
Curiosity 
(Clark & Seider, 2020) 
 
Future-mindedness 
(Metzger et al., 2016, 2018; 
Oosterhoff, Whillock, et al., 
2021) 
 
Information processing 
(Wray-Lake & Syvertsen, 2011) 
 
Innovation skills 
(Soto et al., 2022b) 
 
Prosocial moral reasoning 
(Metzger et al., 2018) 
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Conscientiousness / Self-Management Skills and Civic Participation 

 Conscientiousness and self-management skills undergird an individual’s goal pursuit, 

task completion, and dependability. Facets of conscientiousness and self-management include 

tendencies and capacities to make well-reasoned decisions; do careful, thorough, and consistent 

work; fulfill promises, commitments, and obligations; control impulses; and follow rules and 

norms. Adolescents’ self-regulatory capacities have been theorized to be important for 

understanding the development of civic engagement (Lerner et al., 2014), and scholars have 

identified constructs related to conscientiousness and self-management (e.g., “making a plan to 

address a problem” and “organization”) as civic skills (Kirlin, 2003; Wray-Lake, Metzger, et al., 

2017).  

Cross-sectional work has indicated that adolescents’ self-reported self-regulation 

capacities are related to both self-reports and parents’ reports of adolescent prosocial civic 

behaviors, standard political participation, and activism (Hardy et al., 2015; Le et al., 2022). One 

longitudinal study has indicated that better self-control skills during childhood predict voting 

during young adulthood and greater prosociality during adolescence, which, in turn, predicted 

subsequent volunteering, involvement in environmental causes, and engagement in political and 

social action groups during young adulthood (Gülseven et al., 2023). Another longitudinal study 

similarly indicated that increases in conscientiousness are associated with increases in prosocial 

behavior across adolescence and into emerging adulthood (Luengo Kanacri et al., 2014). 

Research also indicates that children and adolescents view responsibility as important for 

participation in a variety of civic and political activities (Metzger et al., 2016). Finally, 

adolescents’ self-management skills are associated with higher levels of informal helping (Soto 

et al., 2022b). Taken together, these findings suggest that conscientiousness- and self-
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management-related-competencies may be important for understanding youths’ civic and 

political engagement.  

Extraversion / Social Engagement Skills and Civic Participation 

Extraversion and social engagement skills underpin sociability, assertiveness, and energy. 

Facets of extraversion and social engagement include individuals’ tendencies and capacities to 

express themselves, engage in dialogue, persuade others, lead groups of people, and channel 

their energy in productive ways. Extraversion has been hypothesized to be strongly associated 

with civic engagement because social interactions are inherent to many civic and political 

activities (Mondak et al., 2010). Other scholars have drawn parallels between social and 

communication skills to civic skills (Kirlin, 2003; Obradović & Masten, 2007; Shah et al., 2009). 

For example, Wray-Lake, Metzger, and colleagues (2017) include three items related to 

communication in their six-item measure of civic skills: 1) Get other people to care about a 

problem, 2) Express my views to others in-person or in writing, and 3) Contact someone in a 

leadership position about a problem.  

In empirical research, extraversion positively predicts volunteering during adolescence 

and emerging adulthood (Eisenberg et al., 2009; Moore et al., 2014), and social engagement 

skills predict adolescents’ voting intentions, activism, and volunteerism (Soto et al., 2022b). 

Adolescents and children have also described individuals engaged in protesting as leaders 

(Metzger et al., 2016), suggesting leadership tendencies and capacities may be important for 

understanding social-movement-related political behaviors. In summary, extraversion and social 

engagement skills may support a variety of civic and political behaviors.  
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Agreeableness / Cooperation Skills and Civic Participation 

Agreeableness and cooperation skills support the development of positive social 

relationships. Facets of agreeableness and cooperation include tendencies and capacities to 

understand how other people may think or feel, get along with others, trust and forgive others, 

and work as part of a team. Empathy is speculated to be precursor to social responsibility (Wray-

Lake & Syvertsen, 2011) and has been linked to prosocial behavior towards strangers during 

early adolescence and increases in prosocial behaviors across adolescence (Padilla‐Walker & 

Christensen, 2011; Van der Graaff et al., 2018). Among children and adolescents, higher levels 

of empathy have been linked to higher levels of informal helping, environmental behavior, 

volunteering, and voting intentions and more positive beliefs towards political involvement 

(Metzger et al., 2018). Perspective-taking skills also predicted college students’ volunteering 

during the COVID-19 pandemic (Sewell et al., 2023). One systematic review also suggests that 

the relationship between ecological assets— such as parent’s civic engagement, peer’s prosocial 

norms, and open classroom climates— and youth civic engagement is mediated by youth’s 

perspective-taking capacities (Silke et al., 2021).  

Youth civic engagement research emphasizes the importance of other facets of 

agreeableness and cooperation as well. For example, higher levels of trust— in terms of both 

individuals and institutions— differentiates youth who are civically and politically engaged from 

those who are not (Flanagan, 2003; Torney-Purta et al., 2004), collective decision making and 

cooperative problem solving have been identified as civic skills (Kirlin, 2003; Youniss et al., 

2002), and children and adolescents view individuals engaged in volunteering as being generous 

(Metzger et al., 2016). Finally, higher levels of agreeableness are associated with college 

students’ volunteering (Carlo et al., 2005), and higher levels of cooperation skills are associated 
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with adolescents’ civic organizational involvement and informal helping (Soto et al., 2022b). 

These findings suggest that agreeableness and cooperation skills may be particularly important 

for understanding prosocial civic behaviors and standard political behaviors.   

Negative Emotionality / Emotional Resilience Skills and Civic Engagement 

Negative emotionality consists of individuals’ tendencies to feel anxious, depressed, and 

emotionally volatile. Emotional resilience skills help individuals modulate positive emotions 

such as confidence and optimism and negative emotions such as anger and stress. Emotion 

regulation skills have been hypothesized to be important for understanding adolescents’ social 

responsibility and prosocial behaviors (Carlo & Padilla‐Walker, 2020; Wray‐Lake & Syvertsen, 

2011). For example, Metzger and colleagues (2018) hypothesized that the youth who can 

appropriately regulate their own emotions are better able to provide help to others, and they 

found that higher levels of emotion regulation was associated with informal helping and 

environmental behaviors. A recent study also found that college students’ stress regulation skills 

predicted volunteering during the COVID-19 pandemic (Sewell et al., 2023). 

It is important to note that negative emotions such as fear, stress, anger, and guilt play an 

important role in motivating standard political behaviors and activism (Anyiwo et al., 2020; Dull 

et al., 2021; Hope et al., 2022; Kornbluh et al., 2022; Oosterhoff et al., 2018). Qualitative work 

suggests that anger towards discrimination, racism, and injustice can prompt youth to engage in 

social justice activism (Wray-Lake et al., 2018), and quantitative work suggests youth who 

reported more anger towards social injustice engaged in more interpersonal anti-racist actions 

(Bañales et al., 2021).  

Though negative emotions may prompt initial engagement in social justice activism, 

adolescents and young adults report mixed emotional responses while engaging in activism (May 
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et al., 2022). For example, a recent study found that participation in Black Lives Matter activism 

was associated with feelings of anxiety and anger but also feelings of hope and inspiration 

(Baskin-Sommers et al., 2021). Some scholars have proposed that civic engagement can serve as 

an adaptive coping response to discrimination and inequality and as an opportunity for youth 

empowerment (Hope & Spencer, 2017). However, some evidence suggests that engaging in 

antiracist activism is associated with greater stress and worse mental health for Black adolescents 

and emerging adults due to greater exposure to racism and anticipatory racism-related stress 

(Hope et al., 2018, 2022). 

A certain level of negative emotion may be needed to prompt action, but high levels of 

negative emotions while engaging in activism may entail burnout and worse mental health. 

Emotional responsiveness and capacities to modulate emotions may be particularly important for 

understanding not only how youth become politically involved, but also how they sustain hope 

and preserve the psychological benefits from their political participation (Hope et al., 2018; 

Riley et al., 2021).  

Openness to Experience / Innovation Skills and Civic Engagement 

Openness to experience and innovation skills support individuals’ engagement with novel 

ideas and experiences. Facets of openness to experience and innovation include individuals’ 

tendencies and capacities to engage with abstract concepts, generate new ideas, create and 

appreciate art, and understand and appreciate different cultural backgrounds. Wray-Lake and 

Syvertsen (2011) speculated that the enhanced information processing and abstract thinking 

capacities of adolescence facilitate the development of social responsibility. Critical thinking has 

also been identified as a civic skill (Kirlin, 2003; Youniss et al., 2002). There has been extensive 

work connecting adolescents’ reasoning and belief systems with civic engagement (Diemer & 
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Rapa, 2016; Hope & Bañales, 2019; Metzger et al., 2019; Metzger & Smetana, 2010; Suzuki et 

al., 2023). A necessary precursor to different civic activities entails cognitions about political and 

social issues and one’s own responsibility to do something about those issues.  

Research has found support for the relationship between capacities for abstract cognition 

and youth civic and political participation. For example, higher levels of future-mindedness— 

the capacity to think abstractly about future events— and prosocial moral reasoning— 

evaluations of prosocial actions as both obligatory and worthy of social praise— are related to 

greater prosocial civic participation and voting intentions (Metzger et al., 2016, 2018; 

Oosterhoff, Whillock, et al., 2021). In addition, the critical consciousness and youth 

sociopolitical development frameworks posit that social analysis and critical reflection are 

bidirectionally associated with youth’s civic and political engagement (Watts et al., 2011; Watts 

& Flanagan, 2007). Both social analysis and critical reflection can be understood as the ability to 

understand, recognize, and critically analyze inequitable and oppressive systems. Several studies 

indicate that higher levels of critical reflection are related to higher levels of social-justice-

related action (Heberle et al., 2020; Kornbluh et al., 2022; Le et al., 2022). Curiosity has also 

been linked to both social analysis and societal involvement (Clark & Seider, 2020).  

Moreover, youth can express their civic and political beliefs in creative ways such as 

through art, music, videos, blogs, and digital content posted on social media platforms (Cho et 

al., 2020; Stornaiuolo & Thomas, 2017; Wilf et al., 2023). Photovoice and digital storytelling are 

two methods used in youth participatory action research that provide an opportunity for youth 

empowerment and civic engagement via creative means (Greene et al., 2018; Wilson et al., 

2007). Finally, innovation skill facets, such as abstract thinking, are associated with college 

students’ volunteering (Sewell et al., 2023), and the domain-level measure of innovation skills is 
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associated with adolescents’ civic organization involvement and activism (Soto et al., 2022b). 

Taken together, openness to experience and innovation may be critical for understanding how 

youth may become involved in various civic and political behaviors.   

Section 3: Strengths of the Integrative Trait and Skill Framework and Avenues for Future 

Research 

 In this manuscript, I have highlighted how research on the personal qualities associated 

with youth civic and political participation can be synthesized and organized in terms of a five-

factor trait and skill framework. In this final section, I highlight the strengths of this framework 

and fruitful avenues for future research (see Table 2).
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Table 2 

Future Directions for the Five Factor Trait and Skill Framework and Youth Civic Engagement 

Research Topic Future Research Directions 

Multidimensionality How are personality traits and SEB skills related to different facets of civic participation during 
 adolescence and emerging adulthood? 

Specificity In what contexts do SEB skills provide greater predictive power than personality traits for civic 
 outcomes? 

Do personality trait and SEB skill domains or facets offer greater predictive power for civic 
 outcomes? 

Bidirectionality and Reciprocity  How do personality traits, SEB skills, and civic engagement co-develop over time?  

How does habitual versus novel civic action relate to personality trait and SEB skill change?  

Developmental Processes  What ecological assets foster personality trait or SEB skill change?  

Do personality traits and SEB skills mediate the relationship between ecological assets and youth 
 civic participation? 

Individual Differences How do youths’ knowledge, beliefs, values, and motivations translate to civic action?  
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Strengths of the Five-Factor Trait and Skill Framework 

The multidimensionality of the trait and skill framework complements the 

multidimensional nature of civic and political participation. It is likely that different types of 

civic and political behavior are associated with different personality traits and SEB skills. For 

example, volunteering is often categorized as an inherently prosocial civic behavior (Carlo & 

Padilla‐Walker, 2020; Eisenberg et al., 2009; Wray-Lake et al., 2020). Thus, personality traits, 

such as extraversion and agreeableness, and SEB skills that help adolescents actively engage 

with other people and maintain positive relationships may be particularly important for 

volunteering, but less important for civic behaviors such as voting, which involves less direct 

interaction with others. The multidimensionality of the five-factor trait and skill framework 

engenders an opportunity to explore what constellation of personality traits and SEB skills 

promotes which facet of civic and political participation and how particular personality traits 

and/or SEB skills may change after adolescents and young adults engage in specific civic and 

political actions. 

Another strength of the five-factor trait and skill framework is that it allows for a more 

fine-comb investigation of the personal qualities implicated in civic and political development 

because it captures both personality traits (tendencies) and SEB skills (capacities). The 

specificity principle posits that understanding development entails questions regarding what is 

studied, in whom, how, and when (Bornstein, 2017). Beyond promotive environmental factors, 

several specificities undergird civic and political development during adolescence and emerging 

adulthood. For specific youth in specific contexts engaging in specific civic actions, specific 

traits and/or specific SEB skills may be more or less important (Bornstein, 2017).  
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For example, there are likely individual differences in how challenging adolescents and 

emerging adults view different civic actions. For those youth who view certain civic actions as 

more demanding, higher levels of certain SEB skills may predict greater engagement. In contrast, 

a high level of skill may not be necessary to engage in activities that certain youth view as less 

demanding. Future research should explore adolescents’ and emerging adults’ perceptions of the 

contextual demands of certain civic actions as well as these perceptions relationships with 

personality traits and SEB skills.  

Another critical question to explore with this framework is whether civic and political 

behaviors are better predicted by the personality trait and SEB skill domains or whether 

particular trait or skill facets provide greater predictive power (Stewart et al., 2022). The Big 

Five taxonomy and the BESSI conceptualize and measure personality traits and SEB skills as 

hierarchical groupings including both lower-order and higher-order facets (Soto & John, 2017a; 

Soto et al., 2022a). For example, anxiety, depression, and negative emotionality are examples of 

lower-order facets of negative emotionality, and stress regulation, confidence regulation, 

capacity for optimism, and anger management are lower-order facets of emotional resilience 

skills. This distinction may be particularly important because recent research has found that 

strength in the emotional resilience skill domain does not predict any adolescent civic and 

political activities (Soto et al., 2022b), but strength in stress regulation, a facet of emotional 

resilience, predicted college students’ volunteering (Sewell et al., 2023). Facets of personality 

can similarly drive associations between domain-level traits and civic and political participation 

(Stahlmann et al., 2023). A more systematic investigation of the predictive power of personality 

trait and SEB skill domains and facets would be necessary for future developmental research.  
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Other Future Directions 

Bidirectionality and Reciprocity among Traits, Skills, and Civic and Political Participation 

The five-factor trait and skill framework is also compatible with the relational 

developmental systems metatheory which emphasizes plasticity in development and the 

principles of bidirectionality and reciprocity (Lerner et al., 2015). Personality traits exhibit both 

normative mean-level trait change as well as between-person variability in change during 

adolescence and emerging adulthood (Bleidorn et al., 2022; Ringwald et al., 2023; Soto et al., 

2011). Emerging evidence also suggests that SEB skills change across adolescence, and there is 

significant between-person variability in change (Feraco & Meneghetti, 2023; Napolitano et al., 

in preparation). SEB skills are thought to be malleable, and some scholars speculate that they 

may be more changeable than traits (Duckworth & Yeager, 2015; Napolitano et al., 2021; Soto et 

al., 2021).  

Habitual civic actions may more closely relate to adolescents’ personality traits, whereas 

novel or demanding civic actions may particularly require that adolescents utilize their SEB 

skills. Engaging in habitual civic behaviors may lead to both trait and skill change. However, 

engaging in a demanding civic or political activity may lead to subsequent skill development. 

For example, organizing a protest may be a highly demanding political activity that helps youth 

build social engagement and self-management skills. Future work should explore whether civic 

engagement leads to subsequent personality trait or SEB skill change and if traits and skills may 

be differentially impacted by different civic activities. 
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Developmental Processes linking Ecological Assets, Traits, Skills, and Civic and Political 

Participation 

The trait and skill framework may also help to explain mechanisms through which 

ecological assets promote civic and political participation. Ecological assets are contexts in 

which youth can develop habits and practice SEB skills. Developmental theorists have long 

argued that the foundations of civic engagement are laid in the everyday lives of adolescents 

(Flanagan, 2003; Kirlin, 2003; Obradović & Masten, 2007; Sherrod & Lauckhardt, 2009; Wray‐

Lake, 2019). For example, political discussions with parents are an important contextual 

correlate of youth civic engagement (Boyd et al., 2011; Diemer, 2012). Extraversion and social 

engagement skills are individual differences that likely impact the dynamic interaction between 

an adolescent and their parent in this context. For example, it is likely that adolescents who tend 

to be sociable and are more socially skilled (i.e., can better articulate their questions and better 

engage in dialogue) prompt greater engagement from their parents in these political discussions. 

These conversations can also reinforce extraversion dispositions and provide adolescents 

opportunities to practice and improve their social engagement skills. Future work can explore the 

developmental sequencing among contextual factors, personality traits, SEB skills, and civic 

engagement. 

Trait and Skill Interactions with Other Individual Differences 

Adolescents and emerging adults bring more than their personality traits and SEB skills 

to their environments. Their motivation, knowledge of governance and current events, civic 

beliefs, attitudes, values, and purpose are also important predictors of their civic and political 

participation (Ballard, 2014; Cohen & Chaffee, 2013; Malin et al., 2015; May et al., 2022; 

Metzger & Smetana, 2009). These factors may interact with personality traits and SEB skills to 
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influence whether an adolescent engages in civic action. For example, research has indicated that 

adolescents who view certain civic actions as obligatory and worthy of respect also report that 

they do those same civic actions more frequently (Metzger et al., 2019). It is possible that 

adolescents and emerging adults who have higher levels conscientiousness and/or self-

management skills may be better able to match their beliefs to their actions. In other words, 

adolescents who view civic actions as a duty and who also tend to be responsible and/or are 

skilled at fulfilling obligations may report higher levels of civic engagement than adolescents 

who similarly view civic actions as obligatory but tend to be irresponsible and/or are less skilled 

at fulfilling obligations (Mondak et al., 2010). Future work could explore how personality traits 

and SEB skills may act as potential mechanisms through which civic beliefs, motivations, values, 

and knowledge translate to civic and political actions.  

Conclusion  

Becoming involved in community affairs is a critical developmental task for adolescents 

and emerging adults, and engaged citizens promote vibrant and healthy democracies. 

Historically, there has been no consensus or integration across disciplines on the personal 

qualities associated with youth civic engagement. This paper organizes findings from the 

literature in terms of a five-factor personality trait and social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) 

skills framework. The five-factor trait and skill framework would deepen our understanding of 

the psychological antecedents, processes, and consequences of adolescent and emerging adults’ 

civic and political participation. Personality traits and SEB skills are predictors of positive 

developmental outcomes and likely serve as an essential resource for engaging in the broader 

community. In turn, civic and political activities may also be an important context in which 

young people develop positive habits and strengthen their SEB skills. The five-factor trait and 
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skill framework would also complement ecological approaches and deepen our understanding of 

civic and political development. Future research on the five-factor trait and skill framework 

should explore the topics of 1) multidimensionality, 2) specificity, 3) bidirectionality, 4) 

developmental processes, and 5) interactions with other individual differences.  
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CHAPTER 3: A QUASI-EXPERIMENTAL INVESTIGATION OF VOLUNTEERING 

ON COLLEGE STUDENTS’ PERSONALITY TRAITS AND SEB SKILLS 

Significant research has explored the contextual and individual correlates of civic 

engagement during emerging adulthood (Carlo et al., 2005; Mahatmya & Lohman, 2012; 

Obradović & Masten, 2007; Oosterhoff, Whillock, et al., 2021; Yazdani et al., 2022). Much of 

the work on individual correlates utilizes constructs that can be categorized as traits— a person’s 

typical behavior in a domain. However, social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) skills—a 

person’s capacity for a behavior (Soto et al., 2021)— may also uniquely predict their civic 

engagement. In turn, civic engagement can also provide emerging adults opportunities to 

consistently engage in certain behaviors, changing trait levels, and opportunities to get better at 

certain tasks, changing SEB skill levels. Thus, civic engagement may serve as an important 

context for both personality trait and SEB skill development.  

This study has four aims. The first is to investigate how college students’ personality 

traits and SEB skills are related to a diverse set of civic engagement facets. The second aim is to 

explore whether personality traits and SEB skills provide incremental validity over the other 

when predicting different facets of civic engagement. The third aim is to understand whether 

personality traits and SEB skills are an antecedent to engaging in campus-based volunteering. 

Finally, the fourth aim is to explore whether campus-based volunteering is associated with 

change in personality traits and/or SEB skills over the course of a semester. 

Civic Engagement during Emerging Adulthood 

Civic engagement is a multidimensional construct constituted by values, attitudes, and 

political and prosocial contributions to community and society (Wray-Lake, Metzger, et al., 

2017). Civic exploration is critical during emerging adulthood, the period between 18 and 29 
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years old, because this is the time when individuals are reflecting on key questions such as who 

they are and what kind of world they’d want to live in (Flangan & Levine, 2010; Núñez & 

Flanagan, 2014). This exploration is key in forming a civic identity which is foundational for 

future civic participation (Finlay et al., 2010; Flanagan & Levine, 2010). Beyond implications 

for later engagement, civic participation during emerging adulthood is associated with positive 

developmental outcomes such as better well-being and health, more years of education, and 

higher socioeconomic status (Ballard et al., 2019; Wray-Lake, DeHaan, et al., 2019).  

Longitudinal research suggests that civic engagement increases across emerging 

adulthood in the United States, but there is variability in these trajectories (Wray-Lake et al., 

2020). For example, political interest tends to increase between ages 18 and 24 and stabilizes 

thereafter, electoral participation and political voice demonstrate consistent growth across the 

ages of 18 and 30, and volunteering tends to decrease steadily after age 18 and stabilizes around 

age 24 (Wray-Lake, Schulenberg, et al., 2017; Wray-Lake et al., 2020). Though political 

engagement demonstrates normative growth across emerging adulthood, many emerging adults 

can still be categorized as politically disengaged (Snell, 2010). Therefore, it is critical to 

investigate whether individual differences in personality traits or SEB skills may influence 

emerging adults’ civic and political involvement.   

Defining Personality Traits and SEB Skills 

Personality traits can be defined as characteristic patterns of thinking, feeling, and 

behaving (Roberts & Yoon, 2022). In other words, they capture someone’s tendencies, averaged 

across situations (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015). In contrast, SEB skills capture how someone 

can behave when needed (Soto et al., 2021). For example, someone who is typically shy and 

reserved may also be highly capable of speaking in front of a crowd.  
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This example illustrates how personality traits and SEB skills are conceptually 

intertwined. Both share common social, emotional, and behavioral referents, and, indeed, a 

growing body of theoretical and empirical literature has found that the structure and organization 

of SEB skills mirrors that of the Big Five— one of the most utilized frameworks for studying 

personality traits (Abrahams et al., 2019; Napolitano et al., 2021; OECD, 2015, 2021; Soto et al., 

2021; Walton et al., 2021). The Big Five organizes personality traits into five broad domains: 

Conscientiousness (e.g., productiveness, responsibility), extraversion (e.g., gregariousness, 

assertiveness), agreeableness (e.g., compassion, trust), negative emotionality (e.g., anxiety, 

emotional volatility), and openness to experience (e.g., creativity, curiosity). In recent taxometric 

work on the Behavioral, Emotional, and Social Skills Inventory (BESSI; Soto et al., 2022a), 

results indicated that the SEB skills could be similarly organized across five broad domains: 

Self-management skills (e.g., task management, rule-following skill), social engagement skills 

(e.g., leadership skill, persuasive skill), cooperation skills (e.g., perspective-taking skill, capacity 

for trust), emotional resilience skills (e.g., stress regulation, confidence regulation), and 

innovation skills (e.g., creative skill, abstract thinking skill).  

Though SEB skills and personality traits can both be organized in similar five-domain 

frameworks, skills and traits are not identical. Exploration of SEB skills’ nomological network 

has indicated that convergent correlations between traits and skills range from moderate (M = 

.58; Lechner et al., 2022) to strong (M = .75; Soto et al., 2022a), but both personality traits and 

SEB skills contribute unique explained variance when predicting adolescents’ self-reported 

academic, social, occupational, and well-being outcomes (Soto et al., 2022b). These findings 

indicate that both how someone tends to behave and how someone is capable of behaving 

matters for their success and thriving. Furthermore, research also indicates that SEB skills 
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provide incremental validity over personality traits when predicting school-reported grades, 

standardized test scores, and performance in social role-playing exercises (Breil et al., 2022; Soto 

et al., 2022b, 2023; Yoon et al., 2024). These findings suggest that SEB skills may be 

particularly important in high-stakes or demanding contexts. 

Personality traits and SEB skills are also speculated to differ in terms of their malleability 

with SEB skills the more changeable of the pair (Soto et al., 2021). It may be that it is easier to 

change your skill level via practice than it is to change your habits or your tendencies, although 

this possibility needs to be explored. While personality is relatively enduring across time, there is 

robust evidence that traits do change across the lifespan, in response to life events, and after 

intervention (Bleidorn et al., 2022; Roberts et al., 2017; Roberts & Yoon, 2022; Steiger et al., 

2021). Therefore, it is critical to explore whether traits and SEB skills may be differentially 

impacted by particular life experiences, such as civic engagement during the college years.  

SEB Skills, Personality Traits, and Civic Engagement  

SEB skills may be particularly important for understanding emerging adults’ civic 

engagement because some individuals become civically engaged in response to sociopolitical 

and sociohistoric events such as an announcement of political campaigns, a natural disaster, or 

instances of police brutality. With new and pressing contextual demands, people can utilize their 

SEB skills in ways they might not tend to in order to rise to the occasion and improve their 

communities (Soto et al., 2021; Napolitano et al., 2024). For example, in a short-term 

longitudinal study, strength in particular SEB skills— including perspective-taking skills, 

abstract thinking skills, and stress regulation— were a potent predictor of the number of hours 

that college students volunteered during the COVID-19 pandemic (Sewell et al., 2023). Cross-

sectional research has also found that higher levels of SEB skills were related to greater civic 
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engagement among adolescents in high school (Soto et al., 2022b).  

 Personality traits also may be just as important for understanding civic engagement. For 

example, some youth with certain dispositions may find certain civic activities more or less 

attractive. Political scientists have emphasized the importance of personality traits and 

personality and context interactions for understanding political behavior among adults (Gerber et 

al., 2011; Mondak et al., 2010; Vecchione & Caprara, 2009). In general, this research suggests 

that more agreeable adolescents and emerging adults engage in prosocial civic behaviors like 

volunteering, more open individuals engage in activism and standard political behaviors such as 

voting and contributing money and working for a political party/campaign, and more extraverted 

individuals engage in prosocial civic behaviors, standard political behaviors, and activism 

(Ackermann, 2019; Beck & Jackson, 2022; Brandt et al., 2022; Furnham & Cheng, 2019; 

Mondak et al., 2010; Omoto et al., 2010; Stahlmann et al., 2023).  

Only one study has investigated whether personality traits and SEB skills contribute 

unique explained variance when predicting civic engagement. Soto and colleagues (2022b) found 

that, for high school students, both SEB skills and traits provided unique information for three 

civic engagement facets— social responsibility, volunteering, and activism. However, only SEB 

skills provided unique information for civic skills, organizational involvement, and informal 

helping. Whether emerging adults demonstrate a similar pattern of associations warrants 

exploration, and these findings would provide preliminary evidence of potential developmental 

differences in the importance of personality traits and SEB skills for understanding civic 

development.  
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Service-learning and Extracurricular Volunteering as a Context for Development 

Scholars have argued that there should be meaningful opportunities to become civically 

engaged on college campuses— an important context of emerging adulthood (Finlay et al., 2010; 

Núñez & Flanagan, 2014). Many institutions of higher education share this ethos and explicitly 

list preparing students for civic life in their mission statements (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996). 

Service-learning and extracurricular volunteering are means through which colleges and 

universities foster civic development among their students.  

Service-learning is a form of experiential education in which students engage in critical 

reflection and in activities that address community needs (Núñez & Flanagan, 2014). 

Encouragingly, a meta-analysis has indicated that K-12 and college students who engage in 

service-learning are more civically engaged and have higher levels of academic achievement 

than those who did not engage in service-learning (Celio et al., 2011). This meta-analysis also 

suggests that service-learning is an important context for personal development: Students who 

engaged in service-learning had higher levels of social skills, such as leadership, cultural 

competence, and social problem-solving skills, after their involvement compared to students who 

did not (Celio et al., 2011). A systematic review of service-learning in higher education similarly 

concluded that service-learning may help college students develop leadership, cultural 

competence, communication, and interpersonal skills (Salam et al., 2019). A recent meta-

synthesis also suggests that service-learning has small but significant impacts on college 

student’s empathy (Gordon et al., 2022). Finally, there is also some qualitative evidence that 

suggests extracurricular volunteering helps emerging adults hone their social skills 

(Khasanzyanova, 2017).   
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These findings suggest that campus-based volunteering— whether through service-

learning or extracurricular experiences— can lead to personal development, particularly in social 

and cooperative domains. However, whether this development is in terms of trait change or skill 

change still needs to be explored. In addition, whether college students engage in service-

learning or extracurricular volunteering opportunities on their campuses may depend on their 

personality traits and SEB skills. Students with certain traits or skillsets may select into these 

opportunities. For example, more extraverted or socially skilled students may seek out specific 

courses and student organizations that help them connect with others, and students who have 

high levels of conscientiousness or self-management skills may better be able to balance 

extracurricular volunteering, schoolwork, and other obligations. If there is an endogeneity effect 

with personality traits or SEB skills, some students may miss out on a critical civic, academic, 

and personal development context. 

Present Study 

The present research investigates four questions: 1) How are personality traits and SEB 

skills related to civic engagement during emerging adulthood? 2) Do traits or skills provide 

incremental validity over the other in predicting various civic facets? 3) Do traits or skills act as 

a selection effect for participating in service-learning and campus-based volunteering? 4) Does 

engaging in service over the course of a semester predict change in traits or skills after 

accounting for normative developmental change?  

To investigate these questions, I utilized a quasi-experimental design with two waves of 

data collection across 10 weeks. Based on the extant literature, I broadly hypothesized that 

higher levels of SEB skills and higher levels of extraversion, agreeableness, and openness to 

experience would be associated with greater civic engagement. In addition, based on prior work 
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with high school students (Soto et al., 2022b), I hypothesized that both traits and SEB skills 

would provide incremental validity over the other when predicting social responsibility, in-

person activism, and online activism but that SEB skills would provide incremental validity for 

civic skills, informal helping, and civic organizational involvement. I also broadly hypothesized 

that college students engaged in service-learning and extracurricular volunteering would differ in 

terms of their traits and SEB skills compared to students who were not engaged. I also 

hypothesized that either traits or skills related to social and cooperative domains (i.e., 

extraversion, agreeableness, social engagement skills, and cooperation skills) would positively 

change after engaging in service learning or extracurricular volunteering.  

Method  

Participants  

Two waves of data were collected from two groups of university students: 1) students 

who were participating in a volunteering recognition program at the University of Illinois at 

Urbana-Champaign (N = 169) and 2) a comparison group of students who were not currently 

volunteering or taking service-learning courses (N = 286). The total sample consisted of 455 

participants at the first wave of data collection, and 284 participants at the second wave of data 

collection (62.4% retention). Participants were included in the analytic sample if they were 

between the ages of 18 and 29, completed all short answer responses, completed the majority of 

questions (60%), and if their within-participant standard deviation on Big Five personality items 

was greater than 0.5.  

At the first wave of data collection, a slight majority of participants identified as female 

(59.8%), averaged 20.9 years old (SD = 2.3), and were undergraduate students (81.2%). The 

sample was diverse with regards to racial and ethnic background: 49.4% of participants 
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identified as White, 21.4% as East Asian, 17.2% as South Asian, 15.9% as Latinx or Hispanic, 

6.2% as Black, 2.3% as Middle Eastern or North African, and 1.2% as Native American, 2.5% 

indicated another racial or ethnic group, and 4.1% preferred not to answer. In total, 3.4% of 

participants indicated multiple racial categories. In terms of family income, 20.8% had 

household incomes of less than 35,000, 36.6% had incomes between 35,000 and 100,000, and 

42.6% had household incomes over 100,000. Over a quarter of the participants (28.8%) were 

first generation college students. The comparison sample was slightly older (M = 21.1, SD = 2.0) 

than the volunteering sample (M = 20.5, SD = 2.7; F(1, 453) = 5.83, p = .016). The comparison 

sample also included more white students (41.3%) than the volunteering sample (25.6%; χ2 (1, 

443) = 7.1, p = .008). In addition, the comparison sample had a higher average family income (M 

= 4.84, SD = 2.1) than the volunteering sample (M = 4.39, SD = 2.3; F(1,372) = 5.83, p = .048). 

There were no other differences in terms of demographic characteristics. 

Attrition analyses indicate that group membership predicted attrition (χ2 (1, 454) = 10.3, p 

= .001), with participants in the comparison sample having lower rates of attrition (31.8%) 

relative to the volunteering sample (47.3%). In addition, Asian participants had lower rates of 

attrition (26.8%) than participants who were not Asian (47.3%), and Latinx participants had 

higher levels of attrition (50.0%) than participants who were not Latinx (34.6%). No other 

factors predicted attrition, and there were no significant differences in sample demographics 

across the data collection waves.  

Procedure 

The group engaged in the volunteering program were recruited via two methods. The first 

recruitment method was through a university-wide open call for student volunteers (N = 27), and 

the second recruitment method was through service-learning university courses (N =142). 
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Students enrolled in service-learning courses were asked to participate in a voluntary research 

study via e-mail announcements. Students could participate in service and fulfill their course 

requirements without participating in this research. Both groups were connected to community 

organizations and volunteering projects via the same volunteering recognition program at the 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. All participants self-selected their projects from 

over 80 volunteer opportunities. The Appendix presents examples of these opportunities. 

Projects included in-person activities, remote activities, or hybrid in-person and remote activities 

due to public health concerns surrounding COVID-19. Opportunities also varied in terms of how 

many students could join them. For example, one community organization requested technical 

support during virtual meetings, which required only 1 to 2 students, while another project 

involved writing letters to isolated seniors and could involve dozens of students.  

The group of university students who were not actively volunteering or enrolled in a 

service-learning course were recruited via multiple methods including 1) virtual visits to large 

lecture courses, 2) e-mail announcements, 3) physical flyers and social media posts, and 4) word 

of mouth. Before potential participants completed the informed consent, interested students were 

linked to an inclusion criteria question (“Are you currently participating in a formal volunteering 

program or service-learning course at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign?”), hosted 

on the Qualtrics platform. If students selected “yes” to the inclusion criteria question, they were 

directed to a thank you message and informed that they were not eligible to complete the full 

survey. If students selected “no,” they were linked to the informed consent and the subsequent 

pre-test survey. Approximately, 755 students completed the criteria question, and the majority of 

students (86.0%) were eligible to participate in the research study.  
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All participants received an email approximately 10 weeks after the first wave of data 

collection asking them to participate in the second wave of data collection. At the conclusion of 

the study, all participants received one lottery entry for each survey they completed. The lottery 

prizes consisted of either one of thirty $50 gift cards or one of two iPads. The 32 winners of the 

lottery were randomly selected, and the likelihood of winning one item from the lottery was 

approximately 4.6%. The procedures and data collection for this study were approved by the 

University of Illinois Institutional Review Board (#20915).  

Measures 

SEB Skills 

Social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) skills were indexed by a modified version of the 

45-item Behavioral, Emotional, and Social Skills Inventory (BESSI-45; Sewell et al., under 

review). The BESSI-45 measures five broad SEB skill domains: Self-management skills, social 

engagement skills, cooperation skills, emotional resilience skills, and innovation skills. Each 

SEB skill domain was measured by nine items. Participants indicated how well they could 

perform each item, reflecting their level of expertise. An example item for the cooperation skills 

domain was “Understand how other people feel,” (1 = Not at all well [Beginner level]; 2 = Not 

very well [Advanced beginner level]; 3 = Pretty well [Intermediate level]; 4 = Very well 

[Advanced level]; 5 = Extremely well [Expert level]). Participants completed the BESSI-45 at 

both waves of data collection, and each skill domain demonstrated adequate reliability at both 

waves (ωaverage,t1 = 0.76, ωaverage,t2 = 0.78).  

Personality Traits  

Personality traits were indexed by the 30-item Big Five Inventory-2 (BFI-2-S; Soto & 

John, 2017b). The BFI-2-S assesses five personality traits: Conscientiousness, extraversion, 
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agreeableness, negative emotionality, and openness to experience. Each personality trait was 

measured by six items. An example item for extraversion is “Tends to be quiet” (1 = Disagree 

strongly and 5 = Agree strongly). Fifteen items in the BFI-2-S were reverse scored. Participants 

completed the BFI-2-S during both waves of data collection, and each personality trait 

demonstrated adequate reliability at both waves (ωM,t1 = 0.74, ωM,t2 = 0.74). 

Social Responsibility Values, Civic Skills, and Civic Behaviors 

Social responsibility values, civic skills, and civic behaviors were measured using items 

drawn from the Youth Civic and Character Measures Toolkit (Syversten et al., 2015; Wray-Lake, 

Metzger, et al., 2017). To assess social responsibility values, participants rated the importance of 

four specific values (e.g., “consider the needs of other people”) using a 5-point scale (α = .81). 

Civic skills were assessed using six items describing specific skills (e.g., “contact someone in a 

leadership position about a problem”), with participants rating how well they can perform each 

skill on a 5-point efficacy scale (α = .72). Informal helping was assessed using four items that 

describe specific ways of helping family members, friends, and community members (e.g., 

“Provide childcare or babysit for no pay”) and asked participants to rate how often they provide 

each kind of help on a 5-point scale (α = .67). Voting intentions were measured by an item 

asking participants to rate, on a 5-point scale, their probability of voting in national elections. 

Past voting was also assessed by asking participants whether they voted in the 2020 election if 

they were eligible.  

These toolkit measures were supplemented by items adapted from previous research to 

assess additional facets of civic engagement. Civic organization involvement was measured by 

asking participants to report whether they were a part of any political/social organizations 

supporting issues that are important to them (Finlay et al., 2011). Activism was assessed by two 
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items asking participants whether they have ever participated in a political or social movement 

online or in person (Hope et al., 2016). 

Data Analysis Plan 

Missing Data 

Participation in the questionnaires was voluntary, and participants could skip items. 

Therefore, there were varying degrees of missing data, though no single item had more than 

7.00% missing responses at time 1 and time 2. Full information maximum likelihood was 

utilized to account for missingness in the dataset in latent analyses, and list-wise deletion was 

utilized in observed analyses. 

Analytic Strategy 

Group Comparisons. I first tested whether the two groups of participants— the 

volunteering group and the comparison group— differed in terms of their SEB skills and 

personality traits utilizing chi-square tests or ANOVAs. These analyses indicate whether there 

are certain personality traits and SEB skills that may prime individuals to engage in service 

learning and volunteering when the opportunity is available.   

Relationships Among Traits, Skills, and Civic Engagement. To explore how 

personality traits and SEB skills are related to the civic facets, I computed both zero-order 

correlations among SEB skill domains, personality traits, and civic facets as well as partial 

correlations controlling for gender and age. In addition, I regressed each civic facet on (a) gender 

and age, (b) the set of SEB skill domains, (c) the set of personality traits, (d) demographics and 

the set of SEB skill domains, (e) demographics and the set of personality traits, and (f) 

demographics and the complete set of ten skill domains and personality traits.  
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To assess whether personality traits or SEB skills provide incremental validity over the 

other when predicting civic facets, I tested whether each set of predictors significantly changed 

the proportion of variance explained. For models with binary civic outcomes, I used Wald Chi-

Square tests to assess whether there were significant differences between the nested models, and 

for models with continuous civic outcomes, I used ANOVAs to test for significant differences 

between the nested models. 

Trait and Skill Change. I utilized three steps of latent variable analyses to assess 

whether personality traits and/or SEB skills changed after engaging in service-learning and 

volunteering. In the first step, I tested for measurement invariance across time. Establishing 

measurement invariance across time ensures that changes in the construct of interest are due to 

actual change in the construct and not changes in how participants interpreted items (Putnick & 

Bornstein, 2016).  

Investigating measurement invariance entails testing a series of confirmatory factor 

analysis models with differing levels of equality constraints and examining changes in model fit. 

The baseline, or configural measurement model, has no equality constraints and provides a basis 

for comparison to the metric measurement model. Establishing configural invariance indicates 

that factor structures are equivalent across time (Putnick & Bornstein, 2016). The metric 

measurement model constrains item loadings to equality between groups and provides a basis for 

comparison to the scalar measurement model. Metric invariance indicates that each item 

contributes to the latent construct to a similar degree across time (Putnick & Bornstein, 2016). 

Finally, the scalar measurement model constrains item intercepts to equality across time. 

Establishing scalar invariance indicates that mean differences in the latent SEB skill domains and 
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personality traits capture all mean differences in the shared variance of the items (Putnick & 

Bornstein, 2016).  

Each personality trait or SEB skill domain were modeled separately. To reduce model 

complexity, I modeled some factors by parceling indicators with similar conceptual content (e.g., 

items from the same lower-order skill facets in the BESSI; Soto et al., 2022a). Models also 

included parameters correlating item residuals across measurement occasions and, in the case of 

personality traits, across items belonging to the same trait facet. Root mean square error of 

approximation (RMSEA), standardized root mean square residual (SRMR), the Comparative Fit 

Index (CFI), and the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) were used to evaluate model fit (Kline, 2016). 

Acceptable fit was determined by CFI and TLI values > .90, and RMSEA and SRMR values < to 

.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline 2016). A nonsignificant Δχ2 and ΔCFI smaller than .01 between 

models indicated passing measurement invariance at each step (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002).  

After establishing measurement models, the second step involved constructing latent-

change score models (LCSMs; Ferrer & McArdle, 2010) to investigate whether participating in 

service-learning and volunteering is associated with change in personality traits or SEB skills. 

The LCSM approach is preferable to other approaches such as cross-lagged panel models 

because it isolates change in latent “true scores” while accounting for stability in the construct 

across time. With the LCSMs, I investigated change descriptives including change intercepts 

(average change across participants) and change variance (variability across participants around 

mean change).  

 The final step (see Figure 1) involved regressing each change score (i.e., the change in 

each personality trait or SEB skill) on the binary group membership variable (1 = volunteering 

group, 0 = comparison). If this predictor is significant, it would indicate that engaging in service 
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is associated with change in the trait or skill across the timepoints. Gender and age were also 

included as covariates in these models. All latent models were fitted using the ML estimator in 

the lavaan package in R (Rosseel, 2012).
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Figure 1 

Depiction of Latent Change Score Model with Predictors 

 
Note. T1/S1 = personality trait or SEB skill domain at time 1, T2/S2 = personality trait or SEB 

skill domain at time 2, Δ12 = latent change score. Single-headed arrows indicate regression paths 

and double-headed arrows indicate correlations. Item residuals are omitted for clarity. 

Parameters noted with ** were freely estimated. Parameter a = change score regressed on T1 

trait or skill level, parameter b = change score regressed on gender, parameter c = change score 

regressed on age, parameter d = change score regressed on group membership (service-learning 

and volunteering vs. comparison), and parameter e = correlation between group membership and 

personality trait or SEB skill domain at time 1.  



 
 

48 
 

Results 

Group Differences in SEB skills and Personality Traits   

 I first investigated whether SEB skills and personality traits acted as a selection effect for 

participating in service-learning and campus-based volunteering. Table 3 presents results from 

these comparisons. In terms of SEB skills, participants in the volunteering sample had higher 

levels of all SEB skills, apart from social engagement skills, and conscientiousness than the 

comparison sample. These effect sizes ranged from small to medium in terms of Cohen’s d. 

There were no other group differences in SEB skills or personality traits. 

 

Table 3 

Group Differences in SEB Skills and Personality Traits at Baseline 

 Volunteering M (SD) Comparison M (SD) F (df) p Cohen’s d 
BESSI SM. 3.84 (0.55) 3.54 (0.52) 31.7 (1, 437) < .001 0.56 
BESSI SE. 3.39 (0.64) 3.28 (0.72) 2.69 (1, 440) .10 0.16 
BESSI CO. 4.05 (0.50) 3.85 (0.55) 14.3 (1, 433) < .001 0.38 
BESSI ER. 3.50 (0.70) 3.22 (0.69) 16.5 (1, 441) < .001 0.40 
BESSI IN. 3.44 (0.60) 3.28 (0.59) 6.72 (1, 425) .010 0.26 
BFI Con. 3.66 (0.71) 3.45 (0.76) 8.29 (1, 425) .004 0.29 
BFI Ex. 3.10 (0.77) 3.16 (0.81) 0.61 (1, 426) .43 -0.08 
BFI Ag. 3.94 (0.61) 3.86 (0.65) 1.57 (1, 427) .21 0.13 
BFI NE. 2.77 (0.87) 2.77 (0.85) 1.58 (1, 425) .21 -0.13 
BFI Op. 3.81 (0.66) 3.80 (0.66) 0.40 (1, 426) .85 0.02 

Note. SM. = Self-management skills, SE. = Social engagement skills, CO. = Cooperation skills, 

ER. = Emotional resilience skills, IN. = Innovation skills, Con. = Conscientiousness, Ex. = 

Extraversion, Ag. = Agreeableness, NE. = Negative emotionality, Op. = Openness to Experience. 

Degrees of freedom differed across tests depending on missingness.
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These findings support my hypothesis that students engaged in service learning and 

volunteering would differ in terms of their SEB skills and personality traits compared to those 

who were not engaged and suggest that participants who are more conscientious and more skilled 

tend to select into service-learning and volunteering opportunities.  

Relationships among Personality Traits, SEB Skills, and Civic Engagement 

For subsequent analyses investigating the relationships among personality traits, SEB 

skills, and civic engagement, I combined the two samples. Table 4 presents the bivariate 

correlations among demographic characteristics, SEB skills, personality traits, and civic 

engagement. In general, female participants reported greater civic engagement (6 out 8 facets), 

and Asian participants reported less civic engagement (5 out of 8 facets). Higher levels of SEB 

skills were associated with more civic engagement (47.5% of possible skill and civic facet 

combinations), and higher levels of personality traits were similarly associated with more civic 

engagement (47.5% of possible trait and civic facet combinations). Past voting was the only civic 

facet not associated with any SEB skill or personality trait. 
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Table 4 

Bivariate Correlations among Demographics, SEB Skills, Personality Traits, and Civic Engagement 

 Social Resp. Civic Skills Inf. Helping Past Voting Voting Int. Civic Org. O. Activism I-p. Activism 
Gender -.28* -.18* -.28* -.15* -.04 -.02 -.34* -.23* 
White .01 .10* -.02 .14* .15* .02 .04 .02 
Asian -.16* -.16* -.07 -.14* -.22* -.06 -.06 -.11* 
Latinx .11* -.01 .07 .06 .05 .01 -.03 .01 
Other .11* .11* .06 -.09 .05 .03 .07 .12* 
Income -.01 -.02 -.16* -.01 .18* .01 -.07 -.06 
First Gen. .04 .02 .13* .09 -.01 -.02 .08 .10* 
Age -.01 .12* -.03 .14* -.10 .04 -.03 .02 
BESSI SM. .28* .31* .24* -.04 .04 .00 -.12* -.07 
BESSI SE. .25* .46* .30* -.02 .06 .11* .01 .06 
BESSI CO. .42* .37* .30* -.03 .15* .05 .04 .07 
BESSI ER. .11* .27* .15* -.07 .04 -.06 -.17* -.12* 
BESSI IN. .25* .32* .32* .01 .02 .11* .09 .12* 
BFI Con. .17* .23* .17* .02 .00 -.05 -.07 -.07 
BFI Ex. .16* .37* .23* -.03 .05 .11* .05 .08 
BFI Ag. .35* .18* .17* -.01 .09 -.03 .11* .09 
BFI NE. .10* -.19* .01 .08 .01 .04 .24* .18* 
BFI Op. .20* .23* -.01 .07 .18* .09 .18* .16* 

Note. Resp. = Responsibility, Inf. = Informal, Int. = Intentions, Org. = Organizational Involvement, O. = Online, Ip.= In-person, Gen. 

= generation, SM. = Self-management skills, SE. = Social engagement skills, CO. = Cooperation skills, ER. = Emotional resilience 

skills, IN. = Innovation skills, Con. = Conscientiousness, Ex. = Extraversion, Ag. = Agreeableness, NE. = Negative emotionality, Op. 

= Openness to Experience.  

* p < .05 
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To further explore how SEB skills and personality traits were related to civic 

engagement, I computed partial correlations and also regressed each civic facet on the set of five 

SEB skills or the set of five personality traits to account for the shared variance between the SEB 

skill or trait domains. Both partial correlations and regression analyses controlled for participant 

gender (male = 1, female = 0) and age. Table 5 presents the coefficients from these analyses. 

After accounting for the shared variance among SEB skills, participants who had higher levels of 

cooperation skills also had higher levels of social responsibility, greater intention to vote, and 

greater likelihood of having engaged in in-person activism. Higher levels of social engagement 

skills predicted higher levels of civic skills and more frequent informal helping. Higher levels of 

innovation skills also predicted more frequent informal helping. A more complex pattern of 

associations emerged when examining self-management skills. Participants who had higher 

levels of self-management skills engaged in more informal helping but were less likely to have 

participated in online or in person activism activities. Participants who were higher in emotional 

resilience skills were less likely to be involved in a civic organization. 
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Table 5 

Partial Correlation and Standardized Regression Coefficients of SEB Skills and Personality Traits with Civic Engagement 

 Social Resp. Civic Skills Inf. Helping Voted Voting Int. Civic Org. O. Activism Ip. Activism 
BESSI SM. .26* / .11 .29* / .10 .23* / .13* -.05 / -.07 .04 / -.05 .01 / .03 -.15* / -.45* -.08 / -.31* 
BESSI SE. .25* / .03 .45* / .33* .32* / .19* -.04 / -.24 .07 / .04 .10* / .34 .01 / -.01 .06 / .03 
BESSI CO. .41* / .35* .35* / .08 .27* / .09 -.06 / -.17 .17* / .19* .04 / .08 .00 / .24 .05 / .33* 
BESSI ER. .18* / -.06 .30* / .04 .20* / -.04 -.05 / .19 .08 / .16 -.05 / -.43* -.11* / -.15 -.07 / -.18 
BESSI IN. .24* / .06 .31* / .09 .32* / .16* -.03 / .08 .02 / -.05 .10* / .33 .05 / .21 .08 / .25 
BFI Con. .11* / .03 .20* / .05 .12* / .09 .00 / .13 .00 / -.02 -.04 / -.07 -.13* / -.31* -.11* / -.28* 
BFI Ex. .15* / .08 .35* / .27* .23* / .22* -.02 / -.17 .08 / .03 .11* / .39* .05 / .13 .07 / .19 
BFI Ag. .29* / .28* .13* / .06 .11* / .11* -.06 / -.20 .11 / .11 -.06 / -.06 .04 / .17 .03 / .18 
BFI NE. -.01 / .08 -.25* / -.16* -.08 / .00 .05 / .05 -.02 / -.03 .03 / .22 .13* / .27 .11* / .14 
BFI Op. .21* / .16* .22* / .14* -.02 / -.05 .05 / .09 .18* / .14 .06 / .14 .16* / .33* .12* / .28* 

Note. Partial correlations are to the left of the forward slash and standardized regression coefficients are to the right. Resp. = 

Responsibility, Inf. = Informal, Int. = Intentions, Org. = Organizational Involvement, O. = Online, Ip.= In-person, SM. = Self-management 

skills, SE. = Social engagement skills, CO. = Cooperation skills, ER. = Emotional resilience skills, IN. = Innovation skills, Con. = 

Conscientiousness, Ex. = Extraversion, Ag. = Agreeableness, NE. = Negative emotionality, Op. = Openness to Experience. Both analyses 

control for gender (1 = male, 0 = female) and age.  

*p < .05 
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After accounting for the shared variance among personality traits, higher levels of 

agreeableness were associated with higher levels of social responsibility and informal helping. 

Higher levels of extraversion were associated with higher levels of civic skills, informal helping, 

and civic organizational involvement. In addition, higher levels of openness to experience were 

associated with higher levels of social responsibility, civic skills, and online and in-person 

activism. In contrast, conscientiousness and negative emotionality demonstrated negative 

associations with certain civic facets. Participants who had higher levels of conscientiousness 

were less likely to have participated in online or in-person activism. In addition, higher levels of 

negative emotionality were associated with lower levels of civic skills.  

Taken together, these findings partially support my hypothesis that strength in SEB skills 

would be associated with higher levels of civic engagement. Prosocial civic facets such as 

informal helping and social responsibility were associated with strength in several SEB skills. 

However, political civic facets— such as voting intentions, civic organizational involvement, and 

in-person and online activism— demonstrated both positive and negative associations with SEB 

skills. In addition, these findings support my hypothesis that higher levels of extraversion, 

agreeableness, and openness to experience would be associated with greater civic and political 

engagement.  

Incremental Validity of SEB Skills and Personality Traits when Predicting Civic 

Engagement 

To explore whether SEB skills or personality traits provide incremental validity over the 

other when predicting civic engagement, I conducted nested regression analyses in which each 

civic indicator was regressed on various sets of predictors including demographics, SEB skills, 

and personality traits. The incremental validity findings are presented in Table 6. 
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Several notable findings emerged from these analyses. First, both SEB skills and 

personality traits contributed unique explained variance over demographic characteristics for 6 

out of 8 civic facets. SEB skills and personality traits did not contribute significantly to the 

predicted variance for voting intentions and past voting. Second, for 3 out of 8 civic facets, SEB 

skills provided incremental validity over personality traits (MΔR2 = 0.08). Third, personality traits 

provided incremental validity over SEB skills for the same 3 civic facets (MΔR2 = 0.02). These 

results partially support my hypothesis and indicate that SEB skills and personality are important 

for understanding differences in civic engagement during emerging adulthood over and above 

demographic characteristics. In addition, these results indicate that, for prosocial civic facets, 

both SEB skills and personality traits contribute unique explained variance. However, for 

political civic facets, SEB skills and personality traits may be interchangeable during emerging 

adulthood.
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Table 6 

The Incremental Validity of SEB Skills and Personality Traits in Predicting Civic Engagement 

 
Variance explained by…  Incremental validity of…  

Dem. BESSI BFI BESSI + 
dem. 

BFI + 
dem. 

BESSI + 
BFI + dem. 

 BESSI over 
dem. 

BFI over 
dem. 

BESSI over 
BFI 

BFI over 
BESSI 

F-test (R2)            
Social Resp. 0.07* 0.22* 0.19* 0.24* 0.19* 0.27*  0.17* 0.12* 0.08* 0.03* 
Civic Skills 0.03* 0.27* 0.18* 0.27* 0.19* 0.29*  0.24* 0.16* 0.10* 0.02* 
Inf. Helping 0.07* 0.16* 0.09* 0.21* 0.13* 0.23*  0.15* 0.07* 0.10* 0.02* 
Voting Int. 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.03 0.02 0.05*  0.03 0.02 0.03 0.02 
M 0.04 0.17 0.12 0.19 0.13 0.21  0.15 0.09 0.08 0.02 
Wald-test (χ2) 

      
 

    

Voting 8.00* 1.20 2.40 9.70 9.50 10.90  2.10 1.90 0.81 1.90 
Civic Org. 0.96 13.80* 9.30 13.10 9.40 14.50  12.10* 13.60* 5.10 1.40 
O. Activism 42.40* 24.60* 35.80* 51.10* 54.80* 56.80*  14.30* 19.60* 2.00 5.70 
Ip. Activism 22.10* 23.80* 25.70* 31.90* 34.30* 35.70*  15.10* 14.20* 1.40 3.80 
M 15.09 16.04 15.44 26.84 23.92 30.74  13.84 11.54 6.70 4.04 

Note. Dem. = Demographics, Resp. = Responsibility, Inf. = Informal, Int. = Intentions, Org. = Organizational Involvement, O. = 

Online, Ip.= In-person. Demographics include gender (1 = male, 0 = female) and age.  

*p < .05 
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Change in SEB Skills and Personality Traits after Volunteering 

To investigate whether engaging in service-learning and volunteering over the course of a 

semester predicts change in SEB skills or personality traits, I completed the following steps: 1) 

testing for measurement invariance across time, 2) constructing LCSMs, and 3) constructing 

SEMs in which group membership as well as age and gender were regressed on the change 

score. Each SEB skill domain and personality trait was tested individually.  

Measurement Invariance Testing 

Table 7 presents the goodness-of-fit indices for the configural, metric, and scalar models 

for each SEB skill domain and personality trait across data collection waves. All SEB skill and 

personality trait configural measurement models demonstrated acceptable fit to the data. 

Importantly, model tests indicate that Δχ2 was nonsignificant and ΔCFI was smaller than .01 

between configural and metric models as well as between metric and scalar models. Thus, all 

SEB skill domains and personality traits were characterized by strong longitudinal measurement 

invariance, supporting subsequent longitudinal analyses.
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Table 7 

Fit Statistics of CFA models to Assess Measurement Invariance across Time 

Models χ 2 df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR Δ χ2  Δdf ΔCFI 
BESSI SM. configural 66.49 28 .972 .955 .055 .041    
BESSI SM. metric 67.57 32 .974 .963 .049 .041 1.08  4 .002 
BESSI SM. scalar 72.44 37 .974 .968 .046 .043 4.87  5 .000 
BESSI SE. configural 127.50 28 .938 .900 .088 .055    
BESSI SE. metric 134.90 32 .936 .909 .084 .061 7.40  4 -.002 
BESSI SE. scalar 141.32 37 .935 .921 .079 .062 6.42  5 -.001 
BESSI CO. configural 91.64 28 .950 .919 .071 .046    
BESSI CO. metric 93.23 32 .952 .932 .065 .047 1.59  4 .002 
BESSI CO. scalar 100.16 37 .950 .939 .061 .048 6.93  5 -.002 
BESSI ER. configural 87.48 28 .961 .937 .068 .049    
BESSI ER. metric 88.72 32 .963 .947 .062 .049 1.24  4 .002 
BESSI ER. scalar 96.10 37 .961 .953 .059 .050 7.38  5 -.002 
BESSI IN. configural 60.03 14 .959 .919 .085 .051    
BESSI IN. metric 65.95 17 .957 .929 .080 .054 5.92  3 -.002 
BESSI IN. scalar 67.01 21 .960 .946 .069 .054 1.06  4 .003 
BFI Con. configural 76.02 34 .972 .947 .052 .036    
BFI Con. metric 84.24 39 .971 .950 .051 .042 8.22  5 -.001 
BFI Con. scalar 86.87 45 .973 .960 .045 .042 2.63  6 .002 
BFI Ex. configural 69.20 34 .982 .965 .048 .039    
BFI Ex. metric 78.86 39 .980 .966 .048 .046 9.66  5 -.002 
BFI Ex. scalar 84.49 45 .980 .971 .044 .047 5.63  6 .000 
BFI Ag. configural 113.79 34 .932 .869 .072 .049    
BFI Ag. metric 116.89 39 .934 .888 .066 .052 3.10  5 .002 
BFI Ag. scalar 129.84 45 .928 .895 .065 .053 12.95 6 -.006 
BFI NE. configural 94.73 34 .968 .938 .063 .037    
BFI NE. metric 96.94 39 .969 .948 .057 .039 2.21  5 .001 
BFI NE. scalar 98.51 45 .972 .959 .051 .039 1.57  6 .003 
BFI Op. configural 78.90 34 .966 .935 .054 .040    
BFI Op. metric 81.08 39 .969 .947 .049 .041 2.18  5 .003 
BFI Op. scalar 93.81 45 .963 .946 .049 .045 12.73  6 -.006 

Note. SM. = Self-management skills, SE. = Social engagement skills, CO. = Cooperation skills, 

ER. = Emotional resilience skills, IN. = Innovation skills, Con. = Conscientiousness, Ex. = 

Extraversion, Ag. = Agreeableness, NE. = Negative emotionality, Op. = Openness to Experience, 

CFI = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis index; RMSEA = root-mean-square error of 

approximation; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual. 

p > .05 for all Δ χ2 across models.  
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Latent Change Score Models 

 After establishing scalar measurement invariance, I constructed LCSMs for each SEB 

skill domain and each personality trait separately. Table 8 presents the fit statistics and 

parameters of these models. All of the LCSMs fit the data adequately. Between time 1 and time 

2, participants, on average, reported declines in emotional resilience skills, conscientiousness, 

and agreeableness. In addition, participants, on average, reported growth openness to experience. 

No other change score intercepts were statistically different from zero. However, every change 

score variance, except the change score of openness to experience, was significant. This finding 

indicates that while several SEB skills and personality traits did not demonstrate average change, 

participants significantly varied in the degree that they changed over time. In addition, while 

there was average growth in openness to experience across time, participants did not 

significantly vary in the degree that they changed around that mean.
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Table 8 

Fit Statistics and Parameter Estimates of Latent Change Score Models 

 
χ2 (df) CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR 

Latent Mean 
Δ T1/T2 

Change Score  
Variance 

T1 Regressive 
Path 

BESSI SM. 72.44 (37) .97 .97 .05 .04 -0.08 0.83* -0.41* 
BESSI SE. 141.32 (37) .94 .92 .08 .06 0.02 0.89* -0.34* 
BESSI CO. 100.16 (37) .95 .94 .06 .05 -0.05 0.92* -0.29* 
BESSI ER. 96.10 (37) .96 .95 .06 .05 -0.18* 0.86* -0.38* 
BESSI IN. 67.01 (21) .96 .95 .07 .05 0.12 0.95* -0.23* 
BFI Con. 86.87 (45) .97 .96 .05 .04 -0.26* 0.88* -0.35* 
BFI Ex. 84.49 (45) .98 .97 .04 .05 -0.04 0.94* -0.24* 
BFI Ag. 129.84 (45) .93 .90 .07 .05 -0.21* 0.88* -0.34* 
BFI NE. 98.51 (45) .97 .96 .05 .04 -0.14 0.93* -0.27* 
BFI Op. 93.81 (45) .96 .95 .05 .05 0.49* 0.97 0.16 

Note. SM. = Self-management skills, SE. = Social engagement skills, CO. = Cooperation skills, 

ER. = Emotional resilience skills, IN. = Innovation skills, Con. = Conscientiousness, Ex. = 

Extraversion, Ag. = Agreeableness, NE. = Negative emotionality, Op. = Openness to Experience. 

CFI = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis index; RMSEA = root-mean-square error of 

approximation; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual. 

* p < .05
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Latent Change Score Models with Predictors 

To investigate whether engaging in service learning and volunteering predicted change in 

SEB skills and personality traits, I regressed each change score on group membership, as well as 

gender and age. Table 9 presents the fit statistics and parameters from these models. All models 

fit the data adequately. The volunteering and service-learning group experienced declines in 

cooperation skills, extraversion, and openness to experience, relative to the comparison group. In 

terms of demographics, older participants reported growth in their emotional resilience skills. 

Male participants reported growth in innovation skills and openness to experience but declines in 

agreeableness, relative to female participants. There were no other significant findings. These 

results do not support my hypothesis and suggest that engaging in service-learning and 

volunteering is associated with lower self-evaluations of cooperative skills, extraversion, and 

openness to experience.  
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Table 9 

Fit Statistics and Parameter Estimates of SEB Skill and Personality Trait Latent Change Score Models with Predictors 

 
χ2 (df) CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR 

T1 Trait/SEB 
Skill β (a) 

Gender β  
(b) 

Age β  
(c) 

Group β  
(d) 

T1 Trait/SEB Skill 
and Group r (e) 

BESSI SM. Δ12 114.71 (66) .97 .96 .04 .05 -0.40* 0.00 -0.06 -0.06 .30* 
BESSI SE. Δ12 194.10 (66) .92 .91 .07 .06 -0.33* -0.01 0.09 -0.13 .09 
BESSI CO. Δ12 197.92 (62) .90 .87 .07 .06 -0.24* -0.04 -0.01 -0.20* .18* 
BESSI ER. Δ12 145.56 (66) .95 .94 .05 .06 -0.39* 0.10 0.13* -0.09 .19* 
BESSI IN. Δ12 145.81 (55) .92 .89 .07 .07 -0.24* 0.19* 0.04 -0.10 .13* 
BFI Con. Δ12 165.09 (80) .95 .93 .05 .05 -0.34* 0.01 -0.01 -0.06 .17* 
BFI Ex. Δ12 136.09 (80) .97 .96 .04 .05 -0.24* 0.01 0.05 -0.24* -.06 
BFI Ag. Δ12 194.47 (79) .91 .88 .06 .06 -0.39* -0.20* 0.12 -0.11 .07 
BFI NE. Δ12 164.89 (79) .96 .94 .05 .05 -0.25* 0.06 -0.13 0.03 -.07 
BFI Op. Δ12 163.48 (80) .94 .92 .05 .05 0.19 0.54* -0.12 -0.49* .00 

Note. Δ12 = change score. Group is 1 = volunteering group, 0 = comparison group and gender is 1 = male, 0 = female. Letters in 

parentheses correspond to pathways depicted in Figure 1.  

* p < .05 
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Discussion 

Summary of Findings 

The present findings support three conclusions. The first conclusion is that both 

personality traits and SEB skills are important for understanding college students’ civic and 

political engagement. In general, strength in social engagement, cooperation, and innovation 

skills and high levels of extraversion, agreeableness, and openness to experience were associated 

with several prosocial and political civic facets. Strength in self-management skills were 

associated with greater prosocial civic engagement but less political civic engagement while 

higher levels of conscientiousness were associated with less political civic engagement. Higher 

levels of emotional resilience skills and negative emotionality were associated with lower levels 

of particular civic and political facets. These findings parallel other studies on personality traits 

and civic engagement (Ackermann, 2019; Beck & Jackson, 2022; Brandt et al., 2022; Furnham 

& Cheng, 2019; Mondak et al., 2010; Omoto et al., 2010; Stahlmann et al., 2023) and slightly 

differ from a recent study that found high school students’ self-management skills were 

positively associated with prosocial civic engagement and not associated with political civic 

engagement (Soto et al., 2022b).  

Furthermore, findings from incremental validity analyses indicated that both personality 

traits and SEB skills provide unique information when predicting prosocial civic facets. Thus, 

both how a college student typically behaves and how they can behave when needed matter for 

understanding their endorsement of social responsibility values and the frequency of their 

informal helping. For political civic facets, however, neither personality traits nor SEB skills 

contributed unique predicted variance. This finding suggests that college students’ tendencies 

and capacities may be interchangeable when it comes to predicting political behaviors. Soto and 



 
 
 

63 
 

colleagues (2022b) found that high school students’ SEB skills and personality traits provide 

incremental validity over the other when predicting both prosocial and political civic 

engagement. This discrepancy with the literature may indicate developmental differences, though 

this possibility should be explored with longitudinal data from the same sample of participants. 

Political engagement demonstrates normative growth after age 18 as more opportunities such as 

voting become available to youth (Wray-Lake et al., 2020). Earlier in adolescence, youth are 

more marginalized from the political system, and, thus, SEB skills may take on greater 

importance when political engagement is not normative and as easily accessible. 

 The second conclusion drawn from the present research is that volunteering and service-

learning programs on college campuses attract emerging adults who are more conscientious and 

have high SEB skill levels. More conscientious students tend to be organized, hard-working, and 

dependable, and they consequently may be better equipped to manage and fulfill their 

commitments across academic, occupational, social, and civic domains. Participants who were 

engaged in service-learning and volunteering also reported higher levels of all SEB skills, except 

for social engagement skills, than participants in the comparison sample. These findings 

complement quasi-experimental work that found strength in SEB skills predicted of the number 

of hours that college students volunteered during the COVID-19 pandemic (Sewell et al., 2023). 

College students may seek out civic opportunities to use their existing SEB skillsets and these 

skillsets, in turn, may help them sustain their involvement in prosocial civic activities.  

However, an implication of this finding is that some college students may be missing out 

on important civic opportunities that can help them more deeply engage with their coursework 

and promote later civic engagement (Celio et al., 2011). This implication underscores the need 

for civic opportunities on college campuses that are accessible to students with low skill levels 
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and opportunities for emerging adults to develop the skills associated with selecting into these 

more “high skill” civic opportunities.   

Finally, the third conclusion is that engaging in volunteering and service-learning does 

not necessarily entail positive SEB skill or personality trait development. Participants who 

engaged in volunteering and service-learning demonstrated declines in cooperation skills, 

extraversion, and openness to experience, relative to the comparison group, across the study 

duration. These findings differ from several studies that suggest volunteering and service-

learning help college students develop social and cooperative competencies (Celio et al., 2011; 

Gordon et al., 2022; Khasanzyanova, 2017; Salam et al., 2019). Declines in cooperation skills, 

extraversion, and openness to experience may reflect more challenging or negative experiences 

than what students expected when they enrolled in the service-learning and volunteering 

program. For example, the volunteering experience may have entailed collaboration challenges 

such as unresponsive group members or community organizations, lack of collaboration follow-

through from students themselves, minimal collaboration opportunities among students and 

community organizations, or contentious team dynamics.  If participants’ dispositions or skillsets 

did not engender a positive or anticipated outcome, participants may have reevaluated their 

tendencies to be energetic, sociable, assertive, curious, and creative as well as their teamwork, 

perspective-taking, trust, and cultural competence skill levels.  

Other contextual factors of the volunteering experience may also explain declines in 

cooperation skills and extraversion. For example, some of the volunteering projects required 

minimal interactions with others such as gardening, creating bibliographies, and 

organizing/sorting materials (See Appendix). In addition, because of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

some volunteer projects, including ones that involved interactions with others, were virtual and 
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could be done from home. Although participants self-selected their volunteer projects, selection 

was on a first-come-first-served basis. Thus, it may be possible that some students who were 

more extraverted and/or had higher levels of cooperation skills did not participate in projects that 

aligned with their strengths, and declines reflect negative evaluations of their volunteering 

experience.   

Broader Implications 

 These findings highlight the importance of utilizing multidimensional measures of 

personal qualities to understand emerging adults’ civic engagement and also underscore the 

importance of assessing both SEB skills and personality traits. For example, voting intentions 

were predicted by high levels of cooperation skills but not agreeableness, and both in-person and 

online activism were predicted by high levels of openness to experience but not innovation skills. 

These patterns of results indicate that different facets of civic engagement have different SEB 

skill and personality trait correlates. In addition, they indicate that for some civic and political 

activities what an emerging adult can do when needed matters for their engagement but for other 

activities what they tend to do is very important. These results also suggest equifinality: Youth 

possess diverse skillsets and dispositions, and these psychological assets support a variety of 

civic activities.  

These findings also highlight that simply engaging in service-learning and volunteering 

may not bring about positive SEB skill or trait development. Rather, the contextual and 

experiential elements of the volunteering experience may play a larger role in skill and trait 

change. Although service-learning and volunteering programs may attract college students with 

high skill levels, youth in these programs may need more intentional instruction, training, and 

practice in order to further develop their SEB skills (Soto et al., 2020). Furthermore, substantial 
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time investments as well as greater psychological investment in the role of volunteer may be 

needed to bring about trait change (Bleidorn et al., 2013; Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2007).  

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions 

 Though this study has multiple methodological strengths such as its use of pre- and post-

tests, inclusion of a comparison sample, and assessment of a variety of prosocial and political 

civic engagement measures, there are also several limitations. First, participants were not 

randomly assigned to engage in the service-learning and volunteering program. Though this 

study was able to investigate selection effects, random assignment would allow for stronger 

casual inferences about the impact of service-learning and volunteering on college students’ SEB 

skills and personality traits. Second, this study only used one post-test measure of SEB skills and 

personality traits, and it is unknown whether declines in cooperation skills, extraversion, and 

openness are temporary dips or enduring. Third, this study did not include any measures about 

the context of volunteering or participants’ satisfaction with the experience. Future research 

should include measures of these contextual and evaluative factors to better understand the 

mechanisms by which volunteering can impact emerging adults’ SEB skills and personality 

traits.  

Finally, the generalizability of the findings is limited to students at four-year universities 

in the state of Illinois and not emerging adults broadly. College students are often more civically 

engaged than their peers who aren’t enrolled in postsecondary institutions and these differences 

in civic engagement are often apparent in high school (Finlay et al., 2010; Flanagan & Levine, 

2010; Syvertsen et al., 2011). Future research would benefit from investigating the associations 

between personality traits and civic engagement in a sample of emerging adults that includes 

those actively enrolled in four-year and two-year institutions as well as those who are not. 
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Furthermore, the historical and geographical context of the data collection was in Illinois after 

the 2020 election. In Illinois, voting is more accessible than in other states of the US, and 

approximately 1/3 of votes were cast by mail in the Illinois 2020 election (Hinton, 2020). In 

states with more restrictive voting policies that necessitate advanced planning, SEB skills and 

personality traits may take on greater importance for political facets like voting and future 

research should explore this possibility.   

Conclusion 

 The present research advances our understanding of the associations among personality 

traits, SEB skills, and civic engagement in three key ways. First, both personality traits and SEB 

skills offer unique insights into understanding college students’ civic engagement. Second, 

service-learning and volunteering opportunities attract more conscientious and highly skilled 

college students. Third, simply engaging in service-learning and volunteering does not entail 

positive personality trait or SEB skill change. These findings broaden our understanding of the 

psychological factors associated with college students’ civic engagement and underscore that not 

all service-learning and volunteering opportunities are supportive of positive personal 

development.  
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CHAPTER 4: BETWEEN-PERSON AND WITHIN-PERSON EFFECTS OF 

PERSONALITY TRAITS AND SOCIAL, EMOTIONAL, BEHAVIORAL SKILLS ON 

COLLEGE STUDENTS’ CIVIC ENGAGEMENT 

Emerging adults’ civic engagement benefits communities and has the potential to benefit 

the individuals’ engaging in civic activities. For example, civic behaviors such as volunteering, 

activism, and voting during emerging adulthood have been associated with educational 

attainment, income, physical health, and well-being (Ballard et al., 2019, 2020; Wray-Lake, 

DeHaan, et al., 2019; Wray-Lake, Shubert, et al., 2019). Civic behaviors are also associated with 

changes in character strengths such as purpose and future-mindedness (Oosterhoff, Whillock, et 

al., 2021). Participating in civic activities may also lead to subsequent changes in personality 

traits— a person’s typical or average-level of behavior in a domain (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 

2015). For instance, a college student who consistently volunteers may become more agreeable 

and extraverted over time because they are consistently interacting with others in a prosocial 

way. Furthermore, engaging in civic activities might also lead to changes in social, emotional, 

and behavioral (SEB) skills— a person’s capacity for behaviors in a domain (Soto et al., 2021). 

A college student who reads social-movement-related news and shares that information online 

may become more skilled at thinking about social issues and expressing their thoughts on the 

topic.  

The present research explored the following questions: 1) What are the between-person 

associations among informal helping, online activism, in-person activism, volunteering, 

personality traits, and SEB skills over the course of a semester? 2) What are the cross-sectional 

within-person associations among civic activities, personality traits, and SEB skills? 3) What are 

the cross-lagged within-person associations among civic activities, personality traits, and SEB 



 
 
 

69 
 

skills? To investigate these associations, I utilized an intensive longitudinal design in which 

college students reported biweekly on their SEB skills, personality traits and civic activities.  

Civic Behaviors among Emerging Adults in College 

Civic behaviors consist of both prosocial and political actions that benefit community and 

society (Sherrod & Lauckhardt, 2009; Wray-Lake, Metzger, et al., 2017). Prosocial civic actions 

include both formal helping such as volunteering with community organizations and informally 

helping classmates, neighbors, and family members (Wray-Lake, Metzger, et al., 2017). Political 

actions include standard political behaviors— which occur within formal institutions and include 

voting, working on a political campaign, and writing to public officials— and social movement 

related behaviors, such as protesting and boycotting, that challenge existing systems and 

typically occur outside of formal institutions (Amnå, 2012; Kornbluh et al., 2022; Watts & 

Flanagan, 2007). Prosocial civic actions and political actions are distinct behaviors with different 

contextual and individual-level antecedents and consequences and different developmental 

trajectories during emerging adulthood (Ballard et al., 2019, 2020; Metzger et al., 2018, 2019; 

Obradović & Masten, 2007; Sherrod & Lauckhardt, 2009; Wray-Lake & Sloper, 2016; Wray-

Lake et al., 2020).   

Emerging adulthood is a critical time to investigate civic behaviors. For one, compared to 

younger adolescents, emerging adults have greater access to political activities such as voting, 

and, consequently, political engagement demonstrates normative growth during emerging 

adulthood (Wray-Lake et al., 2020). In addition, identity exploration is a hallmark of emerging 

adulthood (Arnett, 2006), and engaging— or not engaging— in different kinds of civic behaviors 

is one way that emerging adults explore their developing civic identity. Indeed, scholars 
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speculate that civic identity development during emerging adulthood is foundational for later 

civic participation (Finlay et al., 2010; Flanagan & Levine, 2010).  

 Colleges and universities are a particularly important context for civic development 

during emerging adulthood, and institutions of higher education often have multiple 

opportunities through which emerging adults can become civically and politically involved 

(Núñez & Flanagan, 2014). For example, coursework that includes intergroup contact and peer 

discussion and extracurriculars such as community-based research or politically oriented student 

organizations are means through which college students gain civic competencies and knowledge 

and contribute to their communities (Johnson, 2015; Núñez & Flanagan, 2014). Social media and 

the internet are also important contexts for civic development during emerging adulthood 

(Flangan & Levine, 2010), and evidence suggests that a substantial percentage of emerging 

adults’ activism activities have occurred online in recent years (Wilf et al., 2023).  

The final key consideration for investigating college students’ civic behaviors includes 

the timing of data collection. For example, when in the election cycle data collection occurs 

likely affects the degree to which young people are engaging in standard political behaviors. In 

contrast, activism-related behaviors and prosocial civic behaviors are not as intrinsically tied to 

election cycles and are often prompted by sociohistoric events at the community-level (e.g., a 

controversial speaker being invited to speak at a university), at the national-level (e.g., U.S. 

Supreme Court rulings) or international level (e.g., the COVID-19 pandemic). Because there was 

no national election during data collection, I focused on college students’ informal helping, 

volunteering, and online and in-person activism behaviors. 

During data collection for this study, there were several national events that may have 

sparked college students’ online and in-person activism behaviors including 1) protests across 



 
 
 

71 
 

many cities in the US for the murder of Tyre Nichols by Memphis police officers (Hardwick, 

2023), 2) the indictment of former president Donald Trump for falsifying business records 

(Quinn & Kates, 2023), 3) the mass shooting at a private Christian school in Nashville, TN, and 

the subsequent expulsion of two democratic members of the Tennessee House of Representatives 

for protesting the shooting on the House floor (Wolfe & Razek, 2023), 4) the contradictory 

lawsuits from Texas and Washington regarding the federal approval and legitimacy of 

mifepristone, a medication used for abortions (McCammon, 2023), and 5) the approval of an oil 

drilling project in Alaska by President Joe Biden (Hernandez, 2023). 

Civic Engagement, Personality Traits, and SEB Skills 

Personal qualities including self-regulatory, social, cooperative, and sociocognitive 

competencies have been theorized to play an important supportive role in the development of 

social responsibility and civic engagement (Kirlin, 2003; Wray-Lake & Syvertsen, 2011). Recent 

empirical work shows promising evidence that these competencies are cross-sectionally 

associated with adolescent and emerging adult civic engagement (Carlo et al., 2005; Hardy et al., 

2015; Le et al., 2022; Metzger et al., 2018; Riley et al., 2021; Soto et al., 2022b). Personality 

traits and social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) skills are two types of personal qualities that 

capture a breadth of psychological content and may be particularly important for understanding 

the development of civic engagement. 

Defining Personality Traits and SEB Skills 

Personality traits are an individuals’ characteristic patterns of thoughts, feelings, and 

behaviors (Roberts & Yoon, 2022). Personality traits capture what a person tends to do, averaged 

across situations (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015). SEB skills can be defined as a person’s 

capacities to maintain social relationships, regulate emotions, and manage goal- and learning-
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directed behaviors, and, in contrast to personality traits, SEB skills capture what a person can do 

when the need arises (Soto et al., 2021). For example, a college student who is usually 

disorganized might exhibit exceptional time management skills during final exams week. 

Due to their shared psychological content, personality traits and SEB skills can be 

organized across five parallel domains (Abrahams et al., 2019; Napolitano et al., 2021; Primi et 

al., 2019; Soto et al., 2021; Walton et al., 2021). The Big Five personality traits capture 

individuals’ levels of conscientiousness (e.g., diligent, responsible), extraversion (e.g., sociable, 

energetic), agreeableness (e.g., warm, kind), negative emotionality vs. emotional stability (e.g., 

anxious, self-doubting), and openness to experience (e.g., creative, inquisitive) (John et al., 

2008). SEB skills can similarly be organized across five domains capturing self-management 

skills (e.g., task management), social engagement skills (e.g., leadership), cooperation skills 

(e.g., perspective-taking), emotional resilience skills (e.g., stress regulation), and innovation 

skills (e.g., creative skill) (Soto et al., 2022a). While both SEB skills and personality traits can be 

structured within similar five-domain frameworks, they are not identical constructs, and they 

contribute unique information when predicting consequential outcomes including achievement, 

relationship satisfaction, well-being, and civic engagement (Lechner et al., 2022; Soto et al., 

2022b, 2023; Yoon et al., 2024).  

Personality Traits and SEB Skills’ Connections to Civic Engagement 

Personality traits likely prospectively predict engaging in civic actions as individuals with 

certain dispositions seek out contexts to engage in behaviors that they enjoy and are typical for 

them. For example, individuals who score high on extraversion may be more likely to engage in 

political and civic behaviors, such as collective organizing and volunteering, because they can 

interact with others through these actions (Mondak et al., 2010). Research indicates that higher 
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levels of agreeableness are associated with prosocial civic behaviors, openness to experience is 

associated with conventional and social movement-related political behaviors, and extraversion 

is associated with all forms of civic action (Ackermann, 2019; Beck & Jackson, 2022; Brandt et 

al., 2022; Furnham & Cheng, 2019; Mondak et al., 2010; Omoto et al., 2010; Stahlmann et al., 

2023).  

Beyond cross-sectional and prospective associations, engaging in civic and political 

behaviors may also lead to changes in trait levels. No research has explicitly explored this 

possibility. However, the social investment principle posits that commitment to social roles, and 

subsequent behavior changes to meet the perceived expectation for the roles, can engender 

personality change (Roberts & Wood, 2006). Investment in social roles, including the role of 

spouse, parent, and employee, promote higher levels of conscientiousness, agreeableness, and 

emotional stability (Bleidorn et al., 2013; Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2007). The transition and 

commitment to the adult roles of citizen and community member, through engaging in civic 

activities, likely occurs alongside personality maturation during emerging adulthood (Bleidorn, 

2015).  

Finally, the distinction between what someone tends to do (their traits) and what they can 

do (their SEB skills) may also be particularly important in the civic domain because civic action 

can sometimes be in response to novel or challenging contextual demands such as natural 

disasters, grassroots campaigns, and instances of injustice. In these situations, SEB skills can 

help individuals behave in uncharacteristic ways so that they can rise to the occasion and 

improve their communities (Napolitano et al., 2024; Soto et al., 2021). Cross-sectional research 

indicates that all SEB skills (i.e., self-management, social engagement, cooperation, emotional 

resilience, and innovation) and civic engagement are positively associated (Soto et al., 2022b), 
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and one short-term longitudinal study found that particular SEB skill facets such as perspective-

taking, abstracting thinking, and stress regulation prospectively predicted college students’ 

volunteering (Sewell et al., 2023). Less is known about how engaging in prosocial and political 

civic behaviors promotes the development of SEB skills and the dynamic processes between 

SEB skills and civic engagement over time.  

Present Study 

The purpose of this study was to understand between-person and within-person 

associations between college students’ 1) personality traits and civic activities and 2) their SEB 

skills and civic activities over the course of a semester. To investigate these associations, I 

utilized data that was collected from college students weekly across a semester. Based on the 

literature, I hypothesized that more extraverted, agreeable, and open students would engage in 

more volunteering, informal helping, and activism. I also expected that students who score 

higher in self-management, social engagement, cooperation, emotional resilience, and innovation 

skills would engage in more civic activities. Because this is the first study to examine within-

person associations among personality traits, SEB skills, and civic activities, I did not formally 

hypothesize about effects and consider these analyses exploratory.   

Method  

Participants and Procedure 

Participants were recruited from large lecture courses in psychology and educational 

psychology at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign and Colby College. The first 

survey was completed by 331 college students between the ages of 18 and 25 (Mage = 20.0, SDage 

= 1.15). The sample was predominantly female (79.8%) with 18.1% identifying as male, 1.8% 

identifying as nonbinary, and 0.30% identifying as transgender. The sample was 61.3% White, 
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22.3% Asian, 16.0% Hispanic/Latinx, 7.9% Black, 1.8% Middle Eastern, 0.6% Native 

American, 0.6% Pacific Islander, and 2.1% Other racial or ethnic background.  

All participants were participating in a larger study that assessed SEB skills, personality 

traits, and a variety of outcomes3 every week for 16 weeks between January and May 2023. 

Students were provided with a link to a subpage of PersonalityAssessor.com and were asked to 

create an account to participate in the research. Participants were instructed that they should 

complete one survey each week during the 16-week study period. At Time 1, participants 

completed self-report measures of their SEB skills, personality traits, and civic activities as well 

as provided demographic information. On all subsequent waves, participants provided self-

reports of their SEB skills and personality traits. On odd waves, participants completed self-

reports of their civic activities. Because participants only completed assessments of civic 

activities on odd weeks, I similarly used SEB skill and personality trait data from those weeks. 

Participants could complete surveys once every 5 days. If participants had not submitted a survey 

6 days after their last survey submission, they were sent an automated email reminder. 

Participants received extra course credit in exchange for their participation in the research. The 

study procedures were approved by the Colby Institutional Review Board (#2022-103).  

On average, participants completed 8.7 times (SD = 5.5) of data collection, and 18.1% of 

the original sample completed all 16-times. Younger participants completed 1.2 times more than 

older participants (p < .001), and female participants completed 1.5 times more than male 

participants (p = .045). Participants with higher semester-level self-management skills (β = 1.05, 

p < .001) and conscientiousness (β = 1.33, p < .001) also completed more times. Participants who 

 
 
3 Because these outcomes aren’t of relevance for this study, they are not reported in the measures.  
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engaged in more online activism (β = -0.91, p = .003), informal helping (β = -0.80, p = .009), and 

volunteering (β = -0.71, p = .019) across the semester completed fewer times. No other study 

variables predicted study retention. 

Measures 

Personality traits 

Personality traits were measured at every time by the 30-item Big Five Inventory-2- 

Short (BFI-2-S; Soto & John, 2017b). The BFI-2-S measures the Big Five personality traits—

conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, negative emotionality (vs. emotional stability), 

and openness— using six items for each trait. Participants indicated whether items are 

characteristic of them. An example item for conscientiousness is “I am someone who… Is 

reliable, can always be counted on” (1 = Disagree strongly and 5 = Agree strongly). Fifteen 

items in the BFI-2-S were reverse scored. Each trait score was calculated by averaging its 

constituent items. Negative emotionality items were scored and averaged such that higher scores 

indicated greater emotional stability. Alpha reliabilities ranged between .77 and .85 across waves 

(M = .81) for conscientiousness, .76 and .81 (M = .79) for extraversion, .75 and .81 (M = .79) for 

agreeableness, .79 and .84 (M = .83) for emotional stability, and .75 and .88 (M = .84) for 

openness.  

SEB Skills 

Social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) skills were measured at every time by the 45-

item Behavioral, Emotional, and Social Skills Inventory (BESSI-45; Sewell et al., under review). 

The BESSI-45 measures five broad SEB skill domains— self-management skills, social 

engagement skills, cooperation skills, emotional resilience skills, and innovation skills. Each 

SEB skill domain was measured by nine items, and participants indicated how well they can do 
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each action described in the item. An example item for the emotional resilience domain was 

“Control my temper.” (1 = Not at all well; 2 = Not very well; 3 = Pretty well; 4 = Very well; 5 = 

Extremely well). Each SEB skill domain score was calculated by averaging its constituent items. 

Alpha reliabilities ranged between .82 and .91 across waves (M = .88) for self-management 

skills, .84 and .91 (M = .88) for social engagement skills, .78 and .90 (M = .86) for cooperation 

skills, .84 and .92 (M = .90) for emotional resilience skills, and .80 and .91 (M = .87) for 

innovation skills.  

Informal Helping 

Informal helping was assessed at the first data collection time and then every other 

measurement occasion (e.g., T1, T3, T5, etc.) using four items from a multidimensional measure 

of youth civic engagement (Wray-Lake, Metzger, et al., 2017). Each item asked participants to 

report how often they had provided help to family, peers, and neighbors in the past month. An 

example item is “Provide childcare or babysit for no pay” (1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = 

Sometimes, 4 = Often, 5 = Very Often). Items were averaged with higher scores indicating 

greater informal helping, and the alpha reliability ranged between .60 to .74 across waves (M = 

.68).   

Activism 

Online and in-person activism were assessed at the first data collection time and then 

every other measurement occasion (e.g., T1, T3, T5, etc.) using two items adapted from previous 

research (Hope et al., 2016). One item asked participants how many hours in the past month they 

spent participating in political or social movements on an online platform and gave examples 

such as “reading movement related posts, posting or resharing political/social movement related 

content on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, etc.” The other item asked how many hours in the past 
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month they spent participating in political or social movements in person and gave examples 

such as “attending protests, meetings, sit-ins, etc”. Responses ranged from 0 = 0 hours, 1 = 1-2 

hours, 2 = 3-4 hours, 3 = 5-6 hours, 4 = 7-8 hours, 5 = 9-10 hours, and 6 = 11 hours or more. 

Volunteering 

Volunteering was assessed at the first data collection time and then every other 

measurement occasion (e.g., T1, T3, T5, etc.) by a single item from a multidimensional measure 

of youth civic engagement (Wray-Lake, Metzger, et al., 2017). The item asked participants to 

indicate how many hours they spent volunteering to help other people or to help make their 

community a better place. Responses ranged from 0 = 0 hours, 1 = 1-2 hours, 2 = 3-4 hours, 3 = 

5-6 hours, 4 = 7-8 hours, 5 = 9-10 hours, and 6 = 11 hours or more.  

Data Analysis Plan 

To investigate both between-person and within-person associations between personality 

traits and civic activities and SEB skills and civic activities, I utilized random intercept cross-

lagged panel models (RI-CLPMs; Hamaker et al., 2015). RI-CLPMs are preferable to standard 

cross-lagged panel models because they account for time-invariant stability of the variables of 

interest (Hamaker et al., 2015). Thus, the RI-CLPMs better isolate within-person processes from 

stable between-person effects in longitudinal data. Parsing out within-person processes from 

between person stability is particularly important to consider in the context of this research 

because college students’ personality traits and SEB skills demonstrate substantial retest 

stabilities across a few months (Sewell et al., under review; Soto & John, 2017b).  

Similar to prior research (Oosterhoff, Whillock, et al., 2021), each personality trait 

(conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, negative emotionality, and openness) or SEB 

skill (self-management, social engagement, cooperation, emotional resilience, and innovation) 
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was modeled with each civic activity (informal helping, in-person activism, online activism, 

volunteering) separately. Figure 2 displays a depiction of the RI-CLPM. I specifically focus on 

parameters a, b, c, and d of the figure. Parameter a is the covariance between intercepts of latent 

civic activities and latent personality traits/SEB skills. This covariance represents the between-

person effects across the study duration. Parameter b represents covariance between the residuals 

of civic activities and personality traits/SEB skills and indicates within-person biweekly effects. 

Parameters c and d represent the cross-lagged effects between the residuals of biweekly civic 

activities and personality traits/SEB skills. For parsimony, I constrained each covariance 

between residuals to be equal, autoregressive path to be equal, and cross-lagged effect to be 

equal given that I do not expect significant differences in these estimates across the study period. 

The variances of the residuals were also constrained to equality as suggested by prior research 

(Berry & Willoughby, 2017).  

All models included age and gender (male = -1, female =1) as covariates. All analyses 

were conducted in R using the lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012), and full information maximum 

likelihood (FIML) estimation was utilized to account for missing data. A Comparative Fit Index 

(CFI) of > .90 and a root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) of < .08 were used to 

determine whether model fit is adequate (Kline, 2016).
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Figure 2 

Depiction of the Random-Intercept Cross Lagged Panel Model 

 

Note. CA = civic activity at each wave, TS = trait or SEB skill at each wave, eca = residual of civic activity, ets = residual of trait or 

SEB skill. Parameters noted with a) represent between person effects, b) biweekly within-person effects, c) civic activity  

personality trait or SEB skill within-person cross-lagged effects, d) personality trait or SEB skill  civic activity within-person cross-

lagged effects, e) civic activity autoregressive effects, and f) personality trait or SEB skill autoregressive effects.   
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Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations 

 Table 10 presents the observed semester-level descriptive statistics and bivariate 

correlations among SEB skills, personality traits, and civic activities. In general, participants 

reported moderate levels of informal helping and infrequent online activism, in-person activism, 

and volunteering. Civic activities ranged from weakly to moderately positively correlated with 

each other. SEB skills were moderately positively correlated with each other. Most personality 

traits were moderately positively correlated with each other except for openness. SEB skill and 

personality trait pairs (e.g., self-management and conscientiousness) were strongly correlated.  

 Higher observed semester-levels of all SEB skills were correlated with higher observed 

semester-levels of informal helping. Higher observed semester-levels of self-management, social 

engagement, and cooperation skills were associated with more volunteering. Higher observed 

semester-levels of innovation skills were associated with more online activism, while higher 

levels of social engagement skills and innovation skills were associated with more in-person 

activism. Higher observed semester-levels of conscientiousness, extraversion, and agreeableness 

were associated with higher levels of informal helping and volunteering across the semester. 

Higher observed semester-levels of conscientiousness were associated with less online activism 

across the semester, while higher levels of openness were associated with more online activism. 

Observed semester-level personality traits were not associated with in-person activism. 
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Table 10 

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations among Semester-Level SEB Skills, Personality Traits, and Civic Activities 

 M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 13. 
1. Self-management  3.62 0.61              
2. Social engagement  3.30 0.62 .40**             
3. Cooperation  3.78 0.50 .46** .55**            
4. Emotional resilience  3.19 0.65 .51** .52** .56**           
5. Innovation  3.34 0.56 .34** .41** .40** .41**          
6. Conscientiousness 3.46 0.70 .84** .33** .33** .37** .18*         
7. Extraversion 3.15 0.70 .24** .79** .39** .37** .16* .30**        
8. Agreeableness 3.77 0.59 .31** .27** .73** .40** .17* .34** .26**       
9. Emotional stability 2.91 0.78 .30** .37** .28** .80** .20** .29** .39** .25**      
10. Openness  3.64 0.68 .06 .13* .22** .14* .73** .01 .05 .18* .03     
11. Online activism 0.92 1.07 -.09 .04 .04 -.01 .13* -.11* .01 -.02 -.10 .12*    
12. In-person activism 0.25 0.57 .06 .14* .09 .10 .14* .02 .11 .01 .02 .05 .36**   
13. Informal helping 3.01 0.74 .22** .30** .20** .15* .12* .24** .28** .12* .07 -.03 .18* .30**  
14. Volunteering 1.02 1.26 .13* .11* .11* .03 -.01 .17* .21** .13* .05 -.08 .11* .43** .41** 

* p < .05, ** p < .001
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RI-CLPMS 

 Next, I constructed RI-CLPMs to investigate the between-persons semester-level effects, 

the within-person biweekly effects, and the within-person biweekly cross-lagged effects of each 

personality trait and civic action and SEB skill and civic action separately. Table 11 presents the 

fit statistics of these models and Table 12 presents the parameter estimates.  

 

Table 11 

Fit Statistics for Random Intercept Cross-Lagged Panel Models (RI-CLPMs) 

Model Χ2 Df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR 
Informal helping and self-management skills 337 165 0.94 0.94 0.06 0.09 
Informal helping and social engagement skills 394 165 0.92 0.93 0.07 0.08 
Informal helping and cooperation skills 382 165 0.92 0.92 0.06 0.10 
Informal helping and emotional resilience skills 383 165 0.93 0.93 0.06 0.09 
Informal helping and innovation skills 380 165 0.92 0.93 0.06 0.10 
Informal helping and conscientiousness 352 165 0.94 0.94 0.06 0.08 
Informal helping and extraversion 313 165 0.95 0.96 0.05 0.08 
Informal helping and agreeableness 350 165 0.93 0.94 0.06 0.09 
Informal helping and emotional stability 307 165 0.95 0.96 0.05 0.09 
Informal helping and openness 406 165 0.92 0.93 0.07 0.09 
Online activism and self-management skills 417 165 0.91 0.92 0.07 0.09 
Online activism and social engagement skills 413 165 0.91 0.92 0.07 0.08 
Online activism and cooperation skills 397 165 0.91 0.91 0.07 0.09 
Online activism and emotional resilience skills 432 165 0.91 0.92 0.07 0.08 
Online activism and innovation skills 451 164 0.90 0.91 0.07 0.09 
Online activism and conscientiousness 350 165 0.93 0.94 0.06 0.07 
Online activism and extraversion 345 165 0.94 0.95 0.06 0.08 
Online activism and agreeableness 371 165 0.92 0.93 0.06 0.07 
Online activism and emotional stability 351 165 0.94 0.94 0.06 0.09 
Online activism and openness 422 165 0.91 0.92 0.07 0.08 
In-person activism and self-management skills 346 165 0.93 0.94 0.06 0.12 
In-person activism and social engagement skills 387 165 0.92 0.93 0.07 0.11 
In-person activism and cooperation skills 353 165 0.92 0.93 0.06 0.12 
In-person activism and emotional resilience skills 357 165 0.93 0.94 0.06 0.13 
In-person activism and innovation skills 436 165 0.90 0.91 0.07 0.12 
In-person activism and conscientiousness 313 165 0.94 0.94 0.06 0.12 
In-person activism and extraversion 317 165 0.95 0.95 0.05 0.12 
In-person activism and agreeableness 382 165 0.91 0.92 0.06 0.11 
In-person activism and emotional stability 317 165 0.95 0.95 0.05 0.12 
In-person activism and openness 419 165 0.91 0.92 0.07 0.13 
Volunteering and self-management skills 322 165 0.94 0.95 0.05 0.10 
Volunteering and social engagement skills 324 165 0.94 0.95 0.06 0.09 
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Model Χ2 Df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR 
Volunteering and cooperation skills 344 165 0.92 0.93 0.06 0.10 
Volunteering and emotional resilience skills 338 165 0.94 0.94 0.06 0.10 
Volunteering and innovation skills 392 165 0.92 0.92 0.07 0.10 
Volunteering and conscientiousness 306 165 0.95 0.95 0.05 0.08 
Volunteering and extraversion 305 165 0.95 0.96 0.05 0.09 
Volunteering and agreeableness 329 165 0.94 0.94 0.06 0.09 
Volunteering and emotional stability 277 165 0.96 0.96 0.05 0.09 
Volunteering and openness 398 165 0.92 0.93 0.07 0.09 

Note. CFI = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis index; RMSEA = root-mean-square 

error of approximation; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual. All p-values for the 

chi-square test statistics were < .001. One equality constraint in the online activism and 

innovation RI-CLPM was released to improve model fit.  

 

Informal helping, Personality Traits, and SEB Skills 

 All RI-CLPMs fit the data adequately. After accounting for gender and age, there were 

several significant, positive latent intercept covariances, indicating between-person associations 

between personality traits and informal helping as well as SEB skills and informal helping. As 

shown in Table 12, those who engaged in more informal helping across the semester also had 

higher semester-level conscientiousness and extraversion. In addition, higher semester-level self-

management, social engagement, cooperation, and emotional resilience skills were associated 

with more informal helping across the semester.  

 There were also several significant, positive covariances among the residuals, indicating 

within-person biweekly effects. College students who had higher biweekly levels of all SEB 

skills, relative to their own semesterly average, also engaged in more informal helping that week 

Table 11 (cont.) 
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relative to their own semesterly average. Participants with relatively4 higher levels of trait 

emotional stability in particular week also engaged in relatively more informal helping that 

week. There were no significant cross-lagged effects.

 
 
4 I use “relatively” as shorthand for “relative to one’s own average” here and elsewhere for readability’s sake. 
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Table 12 

Unstandardized Parameter Estimates and Standard Errors for RI-CLPMs of Civic Activities, SEB Skills, and Personality Traits 

 

Between-
Person Effect 

(a)  

Biweekly 
Within-Person 

Effect (b)  
CA Cross-Lagged 

Effect (c)  

TS Cross-
Lagged Effect 

(d)  

CA Auto-
regressive 
Effects (e) 

 TS Auto-
regressive 
Effects (F) 

Model B SE  B SE  B SE  B SE  B SE  B SE 
Informal Helping 
Self-management  0.08** 0.03  0.01** 0.00  0.01 0.02  -0.04 0.06  0.17** 0.04  0.24** 0.04 
Social engagement  0.13** 0.03  0.01** 0.00  0.00 0.02  0.01 0.06  0.17** 0.04  0.32** 0.04 
Cooperation  0.05* 0.02  0.02** 0.00  0.01 0.02  0.00 0.06  0.17** 0.04  0.16** 0.04 
Emotional resilience  0.07* 0.03  0.02** 0.00  -0.01 0.02  0.04 0.06  0.17** 0.04  0.24** 0.04 
Innovation  0.04 0.02  0.01** 0.00  -0.02 0.02  -0.04 0.06  0.17** 0.04  0.28** 0.04 
Conscientiousness 0.11** 0.03  0.00 0.00  0.02 0.02  0.05 0.06  0.17** 0.04  0.22** 0.04 
Extraversion 0.15** 0.03  0.00 0.00  -0.01 0.02  0.04 0.06  0.17** 0.04  0.22** 0.04 
Agreeableness 0.03 0.02  0.00 0.00  0.01 0.02  0.01 0.06  0.17** 0.04  0.14** 0.04 
Emotional stability 0.05 0.03  0.02** 0.01  -0.01 0.02  0.03 0.06  0.17** 0.04  0.23** 0.04 
Openness 0.00 0.03  0.00 0.01  -0.01 0.02  -0.04 0.06  0.17** 0.04  0.21** 0.04 

Online Activism 
Self-management  -0.04 0.03  0.00 0.01  -0.01 0.01  -0.13 0.08  0.20** 0.03  0.24** 0.04 
Social engagement  0.04 0.03  0.00 0.01  0.00 0.01  -0.08 0.08  0.19** 0.03  0.32** 0.04 
Cooperation  0.03 0.03  0.00 0.01  -0.01 0.01  -0.19* 0.08  0.19** 0.03  0.17** 0.04 
Emotional resilience  0.02 0.03  0.00 0.01  0.01 0.01  -0.16* 0.08  0.19** 0.03  0.24** 0.04 
Innovation  0.09** 0.03  0.00 0.01  -0.04** 0.01  -0.10 0.07  0.19** 0.03  0.26** 0.04 
Conscientiousness -0.08* 0.04  0.00 0.01  0.00 0.01  0.10 0.08  0.19** 0.03  0.22** 0.04 
Extraversion 0.02 0.04  0.00 0.01  0.02 0.01  0.03 0.08  0.20** 0.03  0.22** 0.04 
Agreeableness 0.01 0.03  0.00 0.01  0.01 0.01  0.07 0.08  0.19** 0.03  0.14** 0.04 
Emotional stability -0.03 0.04  0.00 0.01  -0.01 0.01  -0.08 0.07  0.19** 0.03  0.23** 0.04 
Openness 0.11** 0.04  0.00 0.01  0.01 0.01  0.11 0.07  0.20** 0.03  0.21** 0.04 
In-Person Activism 
Self-management  0.00 0.02  0.00 0.00  0.01 0.02  0.03 0.06  0.20** 0.05  0.24** 0.04 
Social engagement  0.05* 0.02  0.00 0.00  0.01 0.02  0.06 0.06  0.20** 0.05  0.31** 0.04 
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Between-
Person Effect 

(a)  

Biweekly 
Within-Person 

Effect (b)  
CA Cross-Lagged 

Effect (c)  

TS Cross-
Lagged Effect 

(d)  

CA Auto-
regressive 
Effects (e) 

 TS Auto-
regressive 
Effects (F) 

Cooperation  0.02 0.02  0.01 0.00  0.00 0.02  0.09 0.06  0.20** 0.05  0.17** 0.04 
Emotional resilience  0.05* 0.02  0.00 0.01  0.05* 0.02  0.14* 0.06  0.20** 0.05  0.24** 0.04 
Innovation  0.04* 0.02  0.00 0.00  0.01 0.02  0.08 0.06  0.20** 0.05  0.28** 0.04 
Conscientiousness -0.01 0.02  0.00 0.00  0.01 0.02  0.01 0.06  0.20** 0.05  0.22** 0.04 
Extraversion 0.05* 0.02  0.00 0.00  -0.01 0.02  0.10 0.06  0.20** 0.05  0.22** 0.04 
Agreeableness -0.01 0.02  0.00 0.00  0.02 0.02  0.18** 0.06  0.20** 0.05  0.14** 0.04 
Emotional stability 0.03 0.02  0.00 0.01  0.00 0.02  0.03 0.06  0.20** 0.05  0.23** 0.04 
Openness 0.03 0.02  0.00 0.01  -0.02 0.02  -0.03 0.06  0.20** 0.05  0.21** 0.04 
Volunteering                    
Self-management  0.07 0.04  0.01 0.01  0.01 0.01  -0.09 0.12  0.44** 0.04  0.24** 0.04 
Social engagement  0.06 0.04  0.01 0.01  0.01 0.01  0.19 0.12  0.44** 0.04  0.32** 0.04 
Cooperation  0.06 0.03  -0.01 0.01  0.00 0.01  -0.04 0.12  0.44** 0.04  0.17** 0.04 
Emotional resilience  0.04 0.04  0.01 0.01  -0.01 0.01  0.04 0.12  0.44** 0.04  0.24** 0.04 
Innovation  -0.03 0.04  0.02* 0.01  0.01 0.01  0.28** 0.04  0.43** 0.04  0.28** 0.04 
Conscientiousness 0.12* 0.05  -0.01 0.01  0.00 0.01  -0.07 0.12  0.45** 0.04  0.22** 0.04 
Extraversion 0.15** 0.05  0.00 0.01  0.01 0.01  0.20 0.12  0.44** 0.04  0.22** 0.04 
Agreeableness 0.09* 0.04  -0.02 0.01  -0.01 0.01  -0.13 0.12  0.45** 0.04  0.14** 0.04 
Emotional stability 0.06 0.05  -0.01 0.01  -0.01 0.01  0.11 0.11  0.44** 0.04  0.22** 0.04 
Openness -0.06 0.05  -0.01 0.01  -0.01 0.01  0.06 0.11  0.44** 0.04  0.20** 0.04 
Note. CA = Civic Activity; TS = Trait / Skill. Separate models were used for each civic activity paired with each SEB skill or 

personality trait. Letters in parentheses correspond to pathways depicted in Figure 2. 

*p < .05, **p < .001

Table 12 (cont.) 
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Online Activism, Personality Traits, and SEB Skills 

 All RI-CLPMs fit the data adequately, except the innovation skills and online activism 

model (CFI = .89., TLI = .90, RMSEA = .08, SRMR = .09). Modification indices indicated that 

releasing the equality constraint on the cross-lagged path from wave 5 online activism to wave 7 

innovation skills would improve model fit. As shown in Table 12, there were significant latent 

intercept covariances among innovation skills, conscientiousness, openness, and online activism 

after accounting for gender and age. College students with higher semester-level innovation 

skills and openness also engaged in more online activism over the course of a semester. By 

contrast, college students with higher semester-levels of conscientiousness engaged in less online 

activism. There were no significant covariances among residuals.  

 However, there were significant cross-lagged effects. In general, college students who 

engaged in relatively more online activism had relatively lower levels of innovation skills in later 

weeks, but college students who engaged in relatively more online activism in week 5 had 

relatively higher levels of innovation skills in week 7 (B = 0.19, SE = 0.04, p < .001). College 

students with relatively higher biweekly levels of cooperation skills and emotional resilience 

skills engaged in relatively less online activism in the subsequent two weeks. 

In-Person Activism, Personality Traits, and SEB Skills 

 All RI-CLPMs fit the data adequately. After accounting for gender and age, there were 

significant, positive latent intercept covariances among social engagement skills, emotional 

resilience skills, innovation skills, extraversion, and in-person activism (see Table 12). 

Participants with higher semester-level social engagement, emotional resilience, and innovation 

skills also engaged in more in-person activism over the course of a semester. Participants with 
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higher semester-level extraversion also engaged in more in-person activism over a semester. 

There were no significant covariances among residuals.  

 However, there were significant, positive cross-lagged effects. College students who 

engaged in relatively more in-person activism had relatively higher levels of emotional resilience 

skills in the following two weeks. In addition, college students who had relatively higher 

biweekly levels of emotional resilience skill engaged in relatively more in-person activism in the 

following two weeks. These two findings suggest a positive bidirectional relationship between 

participating in protests, demonstrations, meetings, and other collective organizing activities and 

emotional resilience skills. Finally, participants with relatively higher biweekly levels of 

agreeableness engaged in relatively more in-person activism in the subsequent two weeks. 

Volunteering, Personality Traits, and SEB Skills 

 All RI-CLPMs fit the data adequately. As shown in Table 12, there were significant, 

positive latent intercept covariances among conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and 

volunteering after accounting for gender and age. Participants with higher semester-level 

conscientiousness, extraversion, and agreeableness also engaged in more volunteering over the 

course of a semester. There were no significant latent intercept covariances among SEB skills 

and volunteering.  

 However, there was a significant, positive residual covariance between innovation skills 

and volunteering, indicating within-person biweekly effects. Those with relatively higher 

biweekly levels of innovation skills also engaged in relatively more volunteering. There was also 

one significant, positive cross-lagged effect such that participants who had relatively higher 

biweekly levels of innovation skills engaged in relatively more volunteering in the following two 

weeks. There were no other significant biweekly covariances or cross-lagged effects. 
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Discussion 

Summary of Findings 

 The present results support two key conclusions about the associations among personality 

traits, SEB skills, and civic engagement. First, there were significant between-person effects 

among personality traits, SEB skills, and civic activities. Consistent with my hypotheses and 

with the literature (Ackermann, 2019; Beck & Jackson, 2022; Brandt et al., 2022; Carlo et al., 

2005; Furnham & Cheng, 2019; Mondak et al., 2010; Omoto et al., 2010; Stahlmann et al., 

2023), higher semester-level extraversion was associated with more prosocial civic activities and 

in-person activism across the semester, agreeableness was associated with more volunteering, 

and openness was associated with more online activism.  

 In addition, findings from this study indicate that higher semester-level conscientiousness 

was associated with more prosocial civic activities but less online activism. Despite theory 

suggesting that dutiful and responsible individuals may be more civically engaged, cross-

sectional research suggests that higher levels of conscientiousness are associated with less 

political engagement and health-related civic engagement (Mondak et al., 2010; Stahlmann et al., 

2023), and conscientiousness is not associated with volunteering (Ackermann, 2019; Carlo et al., 

2005). However, longitudinal research has found that increases in conscientiousness are 

associated with increases in prosocial behavior across adolescence and into emerging adulthood 

(Luengo Kanacri et al., 2014). Findings from this study highlight that a more expansive view of 

civic engagement that is inclusive of both informal and formal (e.g., volunteering) prosocial 

behaviors (Wray-Lake, Metzger, et al., 2017) provide a nuanced understanding of how 

conscientiousness is associated with civic engagement during emerging adulthood. Furthermore, 
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the longitudinal assessment of volunteering and conscientiousness may provide unique insights 

compared to single measurement occasions.  

 Similar to previous research (Soto et al., 2022b) and consistent with my hypotheses, 

higher semester levels of all SEB skills also were associated with greater civic engagement. 

Specifically, higher semester-level self-management skills were associated with more informal 

helping, higher social engagement skills were associated with more informal helping and in-

person activism, higher cooperation skills were associated with more informal helping, higher 

emotional resilience skills were associated more informal helping and in-person activism, and 

higher levels of innovation skills were associated with more online and in-person activism. 

However, in contrast to prior research (Sewell et al; 2023; Soto et al., 2022a, 2022b), semester-

level SEB skills were not associated with more volunteering. Over the course of a semester, 

higher levels of volunteering may have less to do with one’s capacities for behavior (skills) and 

more to do with tendencies (traits).    

 The second key conclusion from this study is that beyond between-person effects, there 

are within-person processes linking personality traits and SEB skills to civic activities. Both 

informal helping and volunteering had significant same week within-person correlations with 

SEB skills. All SEB skills had at least one significant same week within-person correlation with 

either informal helping or volunteering, while emotional stability was the only personality trait to 

have a within-person same week association with any civic activity. Regarding informal helping, 

higher levels of all SEB skills, relative to one’s own average, were associated with more 

informal helping, relative to one’s own average, in the same week. College students who feel 

relatively more skilled in a particular week may subsequently engage in relatively more informal 

helping because they feel more capable of managing their responsibilities and emotions, 
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engaging positively with others, and thinking through problems and complicated ideas. It is also 

possible that engaging in relatively more informal helping than usual may lead to relatively more 

positive evaluations of one’s own skills. These weekly associations may accumulate over time to 

produce the between-person associations between SEB skills and informal helping.  

 In addition, relatively higher levels of emotional stability in a given week were associated 

with relatively more informal helping in the same week. Some theory suggests that high levels of 

emotional arousal may impede young people’s ability to engage in prosocial behavior (Metzger 

et al., 2018). For college students, relatively less anxiety, depression, and emotional volatility 

may facilitate helping others. It could also be likely that helping others may subsequently incur 

immediate benefits for well-being, though a recent meta-analysis indicates that there is no link 

between prosocial behavior and well-being for emerging adults (Memmott‐Elison et al., 2020) 

and a randomized control trial found that engaging in prosocial behaviors did not have a main 

effect on adolescent well-being (Tashjian et al., 2021).   

 There were also significant within-person weekly correlations between innovation skills 

and volunteering. On weeks where college students felt relatively more skilled at engaging with 

abstract ideas, generating new ideas, creating art, and understanding and appreciating different 

cultural backgrounds, they also engaged in relatively more volunteering during the same week. 

In college, many students are not only exposed to new ideas but also prompted to critically 

engage with these ideas in their coursework (Johnson, 2015; Núñez & Flanagan, 2014). Critical 

engagement with new ideas may prompt youth to take action that supports their communities. 

Sociopolitical development (SPD) theory posits that worldview and social analysis, particularly 

as it relates to inequality and systems of oppression, is an important precursor and consequence 

of youth’s involvement in community service and sociopolitical activism (Watts & Flanagan, 
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2007). Consistent with SPD theory, there was also a significant cross-lagged effect indicating 

that relatively higher levels of innovation skills in a given week were associated with relatively 

more volunteering two weeks later. Taken together, these findings indicate within-person 

processes such that positive deviations in innovation skills support both more concurrent and 

later volunteering.  

 There were also several within-person cross-lagged effects for activism activities, SEB 

skills, and personality traits. Relatively higher levels of cooperation and emotional resilience 

skills in a given week were associated with relatively less online activism in later weeks. In 

addition, relatively higher levels of online activism were associated with relatively lower levels 

of innovation skills in later weeks. In contrast, relatively higher levels of agreeableness and 

emotional resilience were associated with relatively more in-person activism in later weeks. 

Furthermore, there was a bidirectional effect such that those who engaged in relatively more in-

person activism had relatively higher levels of emotional resilience skills in later weeks.  

 These conflicting findings underscore that the different contexts of activism-related 

activities may have different SEB skill and personality trait antecedents and consequences. For 

example, engaging in protests and demonstrations are a means through which like-minded 

individuals come together in action for a shared cause (Alvis & Metzger, 2020), and elevated 

levels of compassion for and trust in others may prime college students for later collective action. 

Recent research also suggests that adolescents felt more positive emotions when engaging with 

Black Lives Matter via in-person activism compared to engaging online (Baskin-Sommers et al., 

2021), and qualitative research suggests that in-person activism can provide youth a context to 

collectively process painful emotions and draw inspiration from others (May et al., 2022). 

Findings from this study add to this line of research and indicate that, in the short-term, in-person 
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activism may be a means through which college students develop skills to proactively manage 

stress and anger. In turn, higher levels of emotional resilience skills, including capacities to 

remain optimistic for the future, may sustain in-person activism-related behaviors.  

 In contrast, engagement in activism via social media platforms may be characterized by 

high levels of hostility. For example, more political engagement online is associated with higher 

levels of hate speech victimization among adolescents and emerging adults (Obermaier & 

Schmuck, 2022). College students who report relatively higher levels of cooperation skills and 

emotional resilience skills may later refrain from posting or resharing political information 

online to avoid psychologically harmful engagements with others. Engaging in political 

discourse online may also resemble more of an in-group “echo chamber” (Barberá et al., 2015) 

than a space for critical engagement with novel ideas, and, thus, relatively higher online activism 

may stifle later abstract thinking as well as understanding and appreciation of people from 

different backgrounds.  

Broader Implications  

 Findings from this research also have broader implications for theory and future research. 

For one, this research highlights the need for multidimensional measures of personal qualities for 

understanding the correlates of different civic activities. Assessing both traits (what someone 

tends to do) and skills (what someone is capable of doing) provided unique insights for not only 

between-person effects but also within-person processes. For example, although students with 

higher levels of conscientiousness, extraversion, and agreeableness tended to volunteer more on 

average than students with lower trait levels, within-person changes in innovation skills were 

associated with changes in volunteering. This finding supports SEB skill theory that posits these 

skills help young people “meet the moment” and improve their communities (Napolitano et al., 
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2024; Soto et al., 2021). Furthermore, these findings underscore the importance of research 

designs that can disentangle within-person effects.  

 These findings also indicate that context matters for understanding within-person 

correlates of certain civic activities. Though online activism and in-person activism may seem 

like similar activities at the surface-level, greater engagement in these activities have different 

associations with SEB skill development. Emerging research indicates that many adolescents and 

young adults engage in sociopolitical activism online (Wilf et al., 2023), and though many 

adolescents recognize risks in engaging in protests (Alvis & Metzger, 2019), digital spaces may 

also incur socioemotional risks. Future research should further explore adolescents’ experiences 

engaging in activism in digital and in-person contexts.  

 Finally, results from this study indicate that there may be concurrent and short-term 

prospective socioemotional benefits and consequences for engaging in certain civic activities. It 

is less clear how engaging in certain civic activities impacts within-person changes in personality 

traits and SEB skills over longer timespans. For example, a longitudinal study that spanned 

several years indicated that political activities, including activism, was associated with higher 

levels of depressive symptoms (Wray-Lake, Shubert, et al., 2019), but findings from this study 

indicate that there were bidirectional within-person associations between engaging in activism 

and higher levels of emotional resilience skills across a two-week period. In the short-term, 

engaging in collective action may inspire hope and be a way to channel negative emotions into 

actions (Baskin-Sommers et al., 2021; May et al., 2022). In the long-term, youth may feel 

frustration at a lack of progress and may express doubt about the utility of their collective efforts. 

Future work could explore these processes over a longer duration to better understand the 

socioemotional antecedents and consequences of engaging in particular civic activities.    
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Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions 

 There were several strengths of this study including its access to a diverse sample of 

undergraduate students and its longitudinal assessment of personality traits, SEB skills, and civic 

engagement, which allowed for an investigation of both between-person and within-person 

effects. However, there were also several limitations that could be addressed in future research. 

For one, though the study design allowed for the investigation of between-person and within-

person effects, the design does not allow for causal inference. In other words, there may be a 

third variable that accounts for the relationships among personality traits, SEB skills, and civic 

engagement. Second, because this study was part of a larger study that assessed many different 

outcomes, most of the civic activities were measured by a single item to reduce participant 

burden. Future research should utilize measures that capture civic activities with multiple items. 

 Third, this study did not examine all types of civic behaviors that college students may 

engage in such as environmentalism related behaviors and standard political behaviors 

(Oosterhoff, Whillock, et al., 2021). Future research could explore the between-person and 

within-person associations among personality traits, SEB skills, and other types of civic 

activities. Fourth, this study did not investigate group differences across models and may be 

missing consequential associations that are hidden within the total, aggregated sample. For 

example, past research suggests that associations among well-being, emotion regulation, and 

civic activities differ for females and males and across different racial and ethnic groups (Hope 

et al., 2018; Riley et al., 2021). Future research with larger samples should explore whether there 

are gender differences and racial/ethnic differences in between-person and within-person cross- 

associations among personality traits, SEB skills, and civic activities.   
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Conclusion 

 The present research advances our understanding of the associations among personality 

traits, SEB skills, and civic engagement in several ways. First, across the course of a semester, 

between-person differences in personality traits and SEB skills are associated with prosocial 

civic activities and activism. Second, there are also within-person processes linking all SEB 

skills and agreeableness and emotional stability to civic engagement. Within-person deviations in 

certain personality traits and SEB skills are associated with subsequent changes in civic 

activities. Within-person deviations in activism-related activities are also associated with 

subsequent deviations in SEB skills. These findings advance our understanding of the 

associations among personality traits, SEB skills, and civic engagement, emphasize the 

importance of parsing out within-person effects in longitudinal data, and suggest that the context 

of civic engagement is critical for understanding the psychological antecedents and 

consequences of certain civic activities.
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 The purpose of this work was to investigate whether adolescents’ and emerging adults’ 

personality traits and social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) skills can inform and be cultivated 

by their civic and political engagement. Specifically, this dissertation explored three questions: 

1) How are personality traits and SEB skills related to different facets of civic engagement 

during adolescence and emerging adulthood? 2) Does civic engagement predict change in 

personality traits and SEB skills? 3) What are the bidirectional associations between (a) 

personality traits and civic engagement and (b) SEB skills and civic engagement? To investigate 

these questions, I reviewed the literature and developed a conceptual five-domain trait and skill 

framework (Study 1), analyzed data from a quasi-experimental study (Study 2), and analyzed 

data from a longitudinal study (Study 3). Results and implications from these studies are 

presented below.  

How are personality traits and SEB skills related to different facets of civic engagement 

during adolescence and emerging adulthood?  

 In the studies presented in this dissertation, the five factors undergirding personality traits 

and SEB skills had distinct associations with prosocial civic, standard political, and activism-

related behaviors during adolescence and emerging adulthood. In Study 1, the review of the 

literature suggested that all factors, except the agreeableness/cooperation skills factor, are 

theoretically or empirically associated with youths’ prosocial civic behaviors, standard political 

behaviors, and activism-related behaviors. In contrast, agreeableness- and cooperative-related 

constructs were associated primarily with prosocial civic behaviors and standard political 

behaviors. Findings from Studies 2 and 3 similarly indicate that youth civic engagement requires 

the full spectrum of personality traits and SEB skills (see Table 13 for a summary of these 
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associations). Moreover, each type of civic and political activity had distinct associations with 

different personality traits and SEB skills. These findings deepen our understanding of how SEB 

skills and personality traits are associated with youth civic engagement.
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Table 13 

Cross-Sectional Between-Person and Within-Person Relationships among College Students Personality Traits, SEB Skills, and Civic 

and Political Behaviors in Studies 2-3 

 Prosocial Civic Behaviors Standard Political Behaviors Activism-Related Behaviors 

Self-management skills + Study 2 & Study 3  – Study 2 

Social engagement skills + Study 2 & Study 3  + Study 3 

Cooperation skills + Study 2 & Study 3 + Study 2 + Study 2 

Emotional resilience skills + Study 2 & Study 3 – Study 2 + Study 3 

Innovation skills + Study 2 & Study 3  + Study 3 

Conscientiousness + Study 2 & Study 3  – Study 2 & Study 3 

Extraversion + Study 2 & Study 3 + Study 2 + Study 3 

Agreeableness + Study 2 & Study 3   

Emotional stability  + Study 3   

Openness to experience   + Study 2 & Study 3 

Note. + indicates a significant, positive association. – indicates a significant, negative association. Only Study 2 assessed standard 

political behaviors.  
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Prosocial Civic Behaviors  

 Across Studies 2 and 3, college students with higher levels of all SEB skills as well as 

higher levels of conscientiousness, extraversion, and agreeableness engaged in more prosocial 

civic activities, such as informal helping and volunteering. In Study 3, there were significant 

cross-sectional within-person effects such that relatively5 higher levels of all SEB skills and trait 

emotional stability were associated with relatively more informal helping. Relatively higher 

levels of innovation skills were also associated with relatively more volunteering in the same 

week. 

 In Study 2, high levels of several SEB skills differentiated the volunteering group and the 

comparison group, suggesting that service-learning and extracurricular volunteering 

opportunities may attract college students with high skill levels. Incremental validity analyses 

from Study 2 also indicated that both personality traits and SEB offer unique insights for 

understanding youths’ prosocial civic behaviors. These findings align with previous empirical 

developmental research and also indicate that emerging adults’ SEB skills may be particularly 

important for understanding their prosocial civic behaviors.   

Standard Political Behaviors  

 In Study 2, college students with higher levels of cooperation skills and extraversion had 

higher levels of standard political engagement, including stronger voting intentions and greater 

involvement in civic and political organizations. These findings align with past research. 

However, in contrast to previous research, self-management skills and conscientiousness were 

unrelated to standard political engagement. Research with adults suggests that beliefs about the 

 
 
5 I use “relatively” as shorthand for “relative to one’s own average” here and elsewhere for readability’s sake. 
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importance of civic activities moderate the association between conscientiousness and civic 

behaviors (Mondak et al., 2010). Future research should explore whether beliefs about the 

importance of certain civic activities and the obligation to engage in these behaviors may 

moderate associations. In addition, the geographical and historical context of data collection may 

underlie these discrepant findings. Data from Study 2 were collected in 2021 in Illinois— a state 

that expanded vote by mail access due to COVID-19 (Hinton, 2020). Illinois also allows voters 

to register to vote on the same day as the election. In places with more restrictive voting policies 

and less robust vote-by-mail infrastructure, conscientiousness and self-management skills may 

take on greater importance. Future work should explore this possibility.    

 Finally, higher levels of emotional resilience skills were associated with less involvement 

in civic and political organizations. Wray-Lake, Shubert, and colleagues (2019) found that 

political engagement during emerging adulthood predicts with worse depressive symptoms a few 

years later and speculated that repeated frustration and disappointment from political campaigns 

may explain these associations. Similarly, greater involvement in civic and political 

organizations may expose youth to stressful contexts with high emotional stakes. However, 

because there was only one instance of emotional resilience skills being associated with standard 

political behaviors, I am hesitant to overinterpret this finding. Future research should further 

explore the associations among personality traits, SEB skills, and a broader range of standard 

political behaviors.   

Activism-Related Behaviors  

 College students with higher levels of all SEB skills, except self-management skills, and 

higher levels of extraversion and openness engaged in more activism-related behaviors. The 

critical consciousness literature has highlighted how understanding and analyzing the roots of 
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social injustices is a critical component of social justice activism and political participation 

(Watts et al., 2011). Findings from Studies 2 and 3 complement this literature and suggest that 

college students who tend to or are more skilled at thinking about abstract topics, thinking 

creatively, and understanding others from diverse backgrounds also engage in more activism. 

The developmental literature also suggests that emotions are critical for understanding youths’ 

involvement in activism-related behaviors, and findings from Study 3 indicate that those who are 

more skilled at managing their emotions engage in more in-person activism. In addition, findings 

across Studies 2 and 3 indicate that college students who were more socially skilled and who 

tended to engage with others more also engaged in more collective action.  

 While some research suggests that self-regulation is positively associated with 

engagement in activism related-behaviors, higher levels of self-management skills and 

conscientiousness were associated with less activism across Studies 2 and 3. Facets constituting 

the broad domains of conscientiousness and self-management skills include conventionality and 

rule-following (Roberts et al., 2014; Soto et al., 2022a), and high levels of rule-following skills 

and strict adherence to social conventions may lead to less activism-related behaviors because 

this type of political activity rejects the status quo and works outside of traditional civic and 

political institutions. Future research should further explore what facets of conscientiousness and 

self-management skills may drive these associations. Furthermore, these findings indicate that a 

broader array of SEB skills, as compared to personality traits, may support youth activism.   

Does civic engagement predict change in personality traits and SEB skills? 

 Results from Study 2 and Study 3 indicate that engaging in certain civic behaviors may 

lead to subsequent personality trait and SEB skill change, though not always in the positive 

direction. In Study 2, engaging in volunteering and service-learning was associated with declines 
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in cooperation skills, extraversion, and openness to experience— relative to the comparison 

group of students who was not engaged in volunteering or service-learning. In Study 3, engaging 

in relatively more online activism was associated with relative declines in innovation skills two 

weeks later. Engaging in relatively more in-person activism was associated with relative growth 

in emotional resilience skills.  

 In general, these findings suggest that simply engaging in certain civic activities doesn’t 

necessarily entail positive development, and the context of these activities may be critical for 

understanding their consequences for trait and skill development. For example, in Study 2, there 

was considerable heterogeneity in the types of volunteering projects available to participants (see 

the Appendix), and some projects were completed remotely. Projects that were done remotely 

and did not involve opportunities for social interactions may have been inappropriate contexts 

for participants to build social skills. In addition, how participants evaluated their volunteering 

experience may be related to their subsequent SEB skill and personality trait change. For 

example, participants’ evaluations of their volunteering experience as positive or negative may 

have also led them to reflect on their dispositions and skillsets. Participants who engaged in 

volunteering projects that required social interaction but did not have a pleasant experience may, 

in turn, question their cooperation skills and their tendencies to be sociable. Future research 

should explore how experiential and evaluative factors related to volunteering and activism 

experiences may be related to personality trait and SEB skill change.  

What are the bidirectional associations between (a) personality traits and civic engagement 

and (b) SEB skills and civic engagement?  

 Result from Study 3 indicated that there were several within-person cross-lagged effects 

between personality traits and civic engagement and SEB skills and civic engagement.  
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Relatively higher levels of innovation skills were associated with relatively more volunteering 

two weeks later. Relatively higher levels of agreeableness were associated with relatively more 

in-person activism two weeks later. Relatively higher levels of cooperation and innovation skills 

were associated with relatively less engagement in online activism two weeks later. In general, 

these findings suggest that within-person changes in traits and skills can lead to subsequent 

changes in civic activities.   

 In addition, as referenced above, engaging in relatively more in-person activism was 

associated with relative growth in emotional resilience skills two weeks later. In turn, college 

students who had relatively higher levels of emotional resilience skills engaged in relatively 

more in-person activism two weeks later. This finding suggests in-person activism may be a 

means through which college students develop skills to proactively process negative emotions 

such as fear, stress, and anger and draw on positive emotions including hope and inspiration. In 

turn, higher levels of emotional resilience skills, including capacities to remain optimistic for the 

future, may sustain in-person activism-related behaviors. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Though there were several strengths of this dissertation, it is also important to highlight 

the limitations. First, only Study 2 assessed standard political behaviors, and no studies assessed 

environmental behaviors, which are common among college students (Oosterhoff, Whillock, et 

al., 2021). Future research should assess more facets of civic engagement spanning prosocial, 

standard political, activism, and environmental domains. In addition, Studies 2 and 3 assessed 

general activism-related behaviors, and future research should utilize measures that specifically 

assess social justice related activism. Second, the historical timing of the data collection occurred 

in between election cycles, and this may have impacted the associations among SEB skills, 



 
 

106 
 

personality traits, and civic engagement. College students may generally be more politically 

engaged when there is a national election, and SEB skills may help college students who 

typically are not engaged act in ways they do not tend to during an election year. Future research 

should explore this possibility. Third, the generalizability of this study is limited to college 

students, and associations among personality traits, SEB skills, and civic engagement should be 

explored with emerging adults who are not in college as well as younger adolescents. Such 

studies could investigate developmental differences in the importance of these constructs for 

youth civic engagement. Fourth, the timespan of data collection for Study 2 and Study 3 were 

both approximately one semester. Future research should explore whether changes in civic 

engagement, traits, or SEB skills are temporal or sustained over longer periods of time. 

Moreover, longitudinal research spanning longer periods of time could investigate whether the 

impact of certain civic and political activities take time to emerge.  

Conclusion 

 This dissertation supports two key conclusions about the nature of the relationship among 

personality traits, SEB skills, and civic and political engagement during adolescence and 

emerging adulthood. One, youth civic engagement requires the full spectrum of personality traits 

and SEB skills, but prosocial civic, standard political, and activism-related activities have 

distinct associations with specific personality traits and SEB skills at the between-person and 

within-person levels. Two, simply engaging in civic and political activities doesn’t necessitate 

positive trait or skill development and the context of these experiences may be important for 

understanding trait and skill change.   
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APPENDIX: EXAMPLES OF VOLUNTEER OPPORTUNITIES 

1. Support outdoor family game night.  

2. Support playground and indoor activities with children.  

3. Provide tech support creating social media content and promotional material.  

4. Teach virtual media programs to youth and adults.  

5. Volunteer in non-profit store doing sorting, processing, pricing, stocking, quality control, 

and direct assistance of customers and staff.  

6. Support communication initiatives to disseminate our work.  

7. Support community building activities and facilitate discussions with small affinity 

groups of 6-10 students from similar backgrounds. 

8. Provide tech support to Senior Citizens.  

9. Collaborate in the identification of relevant grants and support funding efforts.  

10. Assist with gardening efforts.  

11. Provide technical support in virtual meetings.  

12. Mentor kindergarten to fifth grade students in STEM programs. 

13. Lead STEM activities with middle school students & families.  

14. Provide after-school activities for middle school students during after-school programs. 

15. Provide once-a-week STEM activities with elementary and middle school age girls that 

are culturally responsive and centered on creativity, problem solving, and empowerment. 

16. Provide tech support in building and maintaining a website. 

17. Support in door-to-door canvassing. 

18. Organizing production of print materials.  

19. Organizing books and providing support at larger book sales.  
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20. Support fundraising events.  

21. Develop infographs and organize materials for community programming.  

22. Create bibliography for services relevant to client needs.  

23. Support friends without addresses with programming and social activities.  

24. Create social media posts, blogs, and review book materials on wellness.  

25. Develop literature reviews on neuropsychology and testing.  

26. Support recruitment of students to program. 

27. Support registration of attendees and assemble training packets for mentor trainings. 

28. Write letters to isolated seniors.  

29. Direct runners in a 5k race. 

 


