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A B S T R A C T   

This convergent, mixed-methods research presents a site-level assessment of a civic engagement program geared 
towards middle and high school students (i.e. young people). In Illinois, a majority of young adults (ages 18–29) 
report discussing sociopolitical issues with friends and family, mimicking national trends. Simultaneously, 
approximately one in four young people in Illinois physically voted in 2018 elections, and less than 10% reported 
contacting or visiting public officials. These discrepancies allude to the importance of empowering younger 
people to engage actively in civic and electoral discourse and processes as a means to improving their com-
munities. Engaging Youth for Positive Change (EYPC) is one example of a civic engagement program for ado-
lescents and young people in the United States. The curriculum guides middle and high school aged people 
through civic processes including adopting local ordinances by working with city councils or other governing 
bodies. Researchers collected site level data from EYPC implementation sites (N = 122) across Illinois and there 
were significant correlations between outcome scores and both number of activities implemented and imple-
mentation indices. This manuscript delineates site level aspects of EYPC in detail—including quantitative and 
qualitative findings from site-level analyses—and discusses implications regarding how EYPC and similar pro-
grams may promote civic engagement among youth and young adult populations.   

1. Introduction 

Since the turn of the 21st century, scholars have expressed concerns 
regarding citizen withdrawals from civic and electoral participation 
among many democratic societies (Albacete, 2014; Kisby & Sloam, 
2014; Norris, 2001; Pontes et al., 2019; Torney-Purta & Amadeo, 2013). 
More precisely, traditional civic and democratic participation among 
young people trends lower than the general population and relative to 
previous generations of young people, which has inflamed aforemen-
tioned concerns among sociopolitical scholars (Pontes et al., 2019; 
United States Census Bureau, 2017). Civic engagement, broadly 
speaking, refers to collective and individual actions taken in order to 
identify and address public concerns and issues such as homelessness or 
community violence (Longley, 2020). Illinois houses a large population 
of young people with over half a million casting ballots in 2018, and its 
civic engagement rates among young people are consistent with national 
averages. Nevertheless, in 2018, there emerged a 12% gap in voter 
turnout between 18 and 19 year olds compared to 18–29 year olds (15% 
versus 27%). As reported by the Center for Information and Research on 

Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE, 2020), only 27% of young 
people in Illinois turned out to vote in the 2018 midterm elections. In 
contrast, almost 64% of U.S. citizens over the age of 65 and 55% of those 
aged 45 to 64 voted in the 2018 midterm elections (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2019). This electoral participation gap between younger and older 
voters has persisted across generations as well (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2019). Along with decreased levels of electoral participation among 
young people, traditional measures of civic engagement among this age 
group remain lower as well (CIRCLE, 2020). According to recent data in 
Illinois—while 62% of young people report discussing sociopolitical 
issues with friends or family, and 23% report sharing sociopolitical 
views and beliefs on social media platforms—only 6% reported con-
tacting or visiting local officials to express sociopolitical opinions 
(CIRCLE, 2020). These estimates corroborate the existence of another 
concerning gap between having sociopolitical discussions versus 
engaging in sociopolitical action. Empowering young people to take 
action in the civic growth of their communities is a pivotal endeavor for 
the continuing progression of modern societies, especially in light of 
historically low rates of traditional civic engagement amongst all people 
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of voting age (e.g. voting, writing government officials), particularly in 
local contexts (Hajnal, 2018). The continuum of political engagement 
comprises formal electoral actions like voting, organizational political 
activities like protesting social injustice, and performing service work 
like volunteering with a local charity or public health department. More 
recently, attending rallies and organizing online have become more 
common amongst young people, who are often able to mold their social 
media presences to mobilize like-minded, passionate people to coalesce 
around shared beliefs regarding pervasive issues (Smith, 2013). That is, 
young people may be politically or civically active in some ways, but less 
so in others. 

Cultivating positive change in one’s proximal community can be a 
highly rewarding experience for a young person. Active civic engage-
ment in local community advocacy demonstrates to young people that 
meaningful civic transformation and progression is possible. Further, 
such experiences may provide young people with requisite information 
and skills for a lifetime of impactful civic engagement. Recent research 
proposes that promoting civic participation may enhance citizens’ atti-
tudes and beliefs regarding access to bureaucratic entities and local 
government officials (Protik et al., 2018). Additionally, social science 
scholars suggest increased civic participation among young people may 
enhance other prosocial behaviors that may be precursors to prolonged 
civic engagement (Astuto & Ruck, 2010; Bennett & Hays, 2021). Across 
a variety of communities, extant research establishes positive correla-
tions between rising civic engagement and during adolescence and key 
indicators of positive youth development, including greater academic 
achievement, life satisfaction, and continued civic participation 
throughout one’s life (Chan et al., 2014). These findings possess 
particular relevance considering previous explorations of civic devel-
opment among minority youth highlight consistently lower rates of 
participation in traditional political systems, an overall decreased 
awareness of the functions and machinations of traditional political 
systems, and more negative attitudes towards politics in general 
compared to their higher socioeconomic status (SES) and often white 
peers (Levinson, 2007). This “civic achievement gap” is crucial to 
consider and correct, particularly in light of the prevalence of empirical 
research on the topic demonstrating that minority youth are often more 
skeptical of mainstream political entities, more hesitant to participate in 
such arenas due to a lack of trust, and report lower overall levels of 
external political efficacy (Diemer & Li, 2011). In short, many young 
people—particularly those from historically marginalized groups—do 
not trust government officials and feel that such institutions that 
continually embody and uphold the status quo neither represent nor 
work for them (Conner & Cosner, 2016). Considering the powerful im-
pacts youth engagement can have on bureaucratic processes, politicians, 
educators, and scholars should work directly and honestly with young 
people on confronting social issues (e.g. income inequality, gender 
identities, institutionalized racism) in an attempt to rejuvenate re-
lationships between young people and their civic milieus (Blakeslee & 
Walker, 2018; Cooper & Hays, 2007; Koroloff et al., 2017; Uang et al., 
2014). 

This convergent, mixed-methods research presents a site-level 
assessment of Engaging Youth for Positive Change. The EYPC program 
guides junior high and high school aged young people through processes 
of adopting local ordinances and thereby creating positive changes in 
their communities. The site-level assessment of program implementa-
tion around Illinois relies on quantitative and qualitative sources of data 
from 122 sites that implemented the program from 2014 to 2019. Re-
searchers endeavored to explore whether variables like implementation 
rigor, activity ratings, and program attendance and attrition correlated 
with more positive program outcomes. For example—as a null hypoth-
esis for this evaluation—members of the research team proposed that 
implementation scores (i.e. number of activities implemented, dispersal 
of those activities across the EYPC curriculum) would have no signifi-
cant correlation with outcome scores (i.e. ordinance passed, ordinance 
failed). In addition, researchers postulated there would be no significant, 

predictive effects of implementation index or number of activities 
implemented on outcome scores across sites. 

2. EYPC background 

EYPC facilitators hail from a variety of counties around the state of 
Illinois, from a range of professions, and program participants are all 
middle or high school aged students. Consequently, EYPC facilitators 
and students implement their programs in whichever setting is most 
appropriate for them (i.e. school, community center, public health 
department). The EYPC program originated from experimental obser-
vations and reviews of research literature suggesting a significant lack of 
engagement between young people and their local governments (Dalton, 
2008; Fernandes et al., 2021; Gaby, 2017; Lee et al., 2012; Pope et al., 
2019). In truth, many young people are increasingly apathetic, disillu-
sioned, and distrusting toward traditional civic processes (Gaby, 2017; 
Levine, 2007; Loader et al., 2014; Pope et al., 2019). Consequently, a 
fundamental objective of EYPC is empowering young people to propose 
local ordinances of importance to them to their local representatives, 
who in turn vote to pass, table, or fail said ordinances. In a full imple-
mentation of EYPC, young people actively progress through four di-
mensions of classical advocacy campaigns within a period of several 
weeks or months. First, they define their issue, wherein they identify a 
topic of particular interest to them and of certain concern to their 
community and then gather information on said topic in an effort to 
hone their focus. Second, they determine local decision-makers and 
stakeholders through learning about their respective local governments 
or political bodies they hope to influence. Third, they discover data by 
collecting relevant quantitative and qualitative information necessary to 
demonstrate both a need for and public support for their local advocacy 
efforts. Finally, young people deliver their message by preparing and 
formally presenting their proposal to city council members and stake-
holders in their communities. Each of the four dimensions contains 
approximately six to eight interactive and experiential activities ori-
ented towards civic engagement and advocacy. These interactional ac-
tivities enhance young people’s policy efforts by creating “teaching 
moments” embedded within a civic education program while simulta-
neously serving as essential components of an effective advocacy strat-
egy. As a whole, EYPC comprises 28 individual activities designed to be 
largely student-created and student-led. 

In an ideal program, young people meet local officials in person, 
which would likely include democratically elected officers and com-
munity leaders. Additionally, young people explore their respective city 
council chambers or other appropriate administrative buildings. Con-
current with these field visits, participants gather data pertaining to 
their communities and broader advocacy efforts from a diverse array of 
sources (e.g. national or local periodicals, peer-reviewed research, press 
releases) and by utilizing various methods (e.g. quantitative surveys, 
qualitative interviews, direct observation). Furthermore, young people 
may organize community forums, present their chosen issue and pro-
posal along with relevant, supporting data to local community members, 
and ultimately deliver their presentation to their local government of-
ficials. As evidence of its continuing potential—in 2013—the Illinois 
Department of Public Health’s Reality Illinois youth anti-tobacco pro-
gram adopted EYPC as their standardized program model. From fall 
2014 until summer 2019, over 130 sites partially or fully implemented 
EYPC, and a subsample of these sites are the focus of the current 
evaluation. 

2.1. Theoretical foundation 

There exist immediate demands for increased political awareness 
and knowledge regarding local governments and civic procedures (Hope 
& Spencer, 2017; Pontes et al., 2019). This is perhaps most evident in the 
downward trend in traditional political participation among young 
people, many of whom feel indifferent towards and exhausted with the 
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widespread deceit and treachery associated with “politics as usual” 
(Albacete, 2014; Hylton, 2018; Loader et al., 2014; Sloam, 2014; Van 
Biezen et al., 2012; Van Biezen & Poguntke, 2014). This is concerning, 
given youth-led policy change campaigns may raise the profiles of 
chosen issues in various communities and may affect constituent’s 
sentiments regarding proposed changes (Cooper & Hays, 2007). 
Furthermore, these patterns inhibit the potential of political and civic 
engagement as a means to elevating crucial indicators of positive 
development for young people (e.g. community involvement, internal 
and external efficacy). Past research on political action proposes such 
civic participation may improve young peoples’ abilities to engage in 
collaboration with others, enhance their leadership skills, promote 
positive relationships between young people and their communities, 
increase feelings of self-efficacy and self-esteem, bolster political 
involvement, and sustain positive political attitudes over time (Bennett 
& Hays, 2021; Brennan & Barnett, 2009; Brennan et al., 2007; Brennan 
et al., 2009). According to hierarchical leisure constraint theory, 
including young people more deeply and consistently in civic processes 
could abet the disintegration of the myriad and deliberate hindrances 
blockading against active citizenship among young people, many of 
which aim to constrain young people’s movements and behaviors into 
mainstream political orthodoxy and decorum (Hickey & Pauli-Myler, 
2019). Understanding these barriers to civic participation and the 
problems associated with “business as usual” political processes, EYPC 
aims to empower young people to become more fully engaged members 
of their communities through a variety of traditional and more 
contemporary means. 

Extant research on civic engagement theories (e.g. social capital 
models) suggests that in addition to young people benefiting from 
participating in political processes, so to do their communities (Augs-
berger et al., 2017; Pattie et al., 2003). Consequently, city councils, 
advocacy groups, and other local governing bodies have a stake in 
creating more expansive and inclusive avenues for young people to ac-
cess the tap when it comes to shared, community decision-making. 
Further, these pathways to meaningful civic engagement should be 
sensitive to the broad-minded manner in which many young people take 
part in civic life. New and innovative ways of engagement could 
combine with established local government procedures, as local gov-
ernment is the only truly accessible level of administration for young 
people and should therefore receive more attention (Clark et al., 1997). 
In addition, young people should learn more about their local govern-
ments beyond the knowledge obtained via conventional classroom in-
struction, as these experiences often have more significant impacts than 
lessons learned in school (Clay & Rubin, 2020). Service learning and 
experiential projects in local communities allow young people oppor-
tunities to build social capital, witness the effects of their policy and 
advocacy efforts and to see how their own actions can influence civic 
policy (O’Donoghue et al., 2006; Pattie et al., 2003). EYPC accomplishes 
these goals by embracing intersections between typical civic processes 
and innovative new ways of civic engagement, empowering young 
people to follow their passions, and by directly including them in 
advocacy efforts focused on progressive policy changes at local levels. 

2.2. Methods 

The overseeing Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved all 
research procedures prior to data collection. For this evaluation, authors 
employed a convergent, mixed-methods approach to data collection and 
analysis, since researchers merged concurrent qualitative and quanti-
tative data in an attempt to address research questions and study aims 
(Creswell et al., 2011). Members of the EYPC team recruited potential 
program facilitators (e.g. teachers, public health workers, community 
center volunteers, social workers, local advocates) via phone and online 
outreach, and individuals interested in implementing the program 
attended an EYPC implementation training where they learned more 
about the program in detail. Researchers monitored program 

implementation through EYPC facilitators completing online “facilitator 
logs” after every meeting. For each session, facilitators reported the 
number of youth in attendance, the activity or activities implemented 
(as chosen by participants and facilitators), and ratings for each activity 
with Likert scale items and open-ended comments. Members of the 
research team documented community-level impacts by means of final 
contacts with facilitators through an open-ended report submitted at the 
conclusion of each EYPC program. We documented community impacts 
with other sources such as reports in local press as well. Finally, we 
excluded from analyses any programs that did not complete facilitator 
logs and final reports, thus treating them essentially as empty imple-
mentation sites. The cycles (N = 122) of EYPC implementation included 
in this evaluation commenced in the fall of 2014 and continued through 
the summer of 2019. Evaluators used SPSS 25 (IBM Corp., 2017) and 
NVivo Qualitative Analysis software, Release 1.4 (QSR International, 
2021) for all analyses. 

2.2.1. Measures 
Researchers measured results using a number of key variables. These 

included levels of attendance and attrition across sites, the number of 
activities implemented across sites, a weighted implementation index 
accounting for both breadth and depth of implementation, an outcome 
score representing the final outcome resulting from each respective 
EYPC site, and qualitative and quantitative ratings of individual activ-
ities as well as of EYPC as a whole. 

2.2.1.1. Measure 1 (Attendance & Attrition). EYPC facilitators reported 
attendance by taking roll at the beginning of each session, which was a 
simple count of the number of participants in attendance that day. Of 
relevance for this project, project evaluators examined first reported 
attendance and last reported attendance, and used those as overall in-
dicators of attendance between EYPC sites. The difference between the 
number of young people in attendance at the first session and the 
number of young people in attendance at the final session represented 
the level of attrition specific to an individual EYPC site. 

2.2.1.2. Measure 2 (Activities & quantitative activity Ratings). Re-
searchers tracked activities implemented by EYPC facilitators through 
facilitator logs. Again, these logs contained information pertaining to 
student attendance, activities implemented on a given day, and both 
student and facilitator ratings for said activities. For various reasons, 
EYPC sites may implement an activity multiple times within the same 
implementation cycle, and therefore have multiple ratings. Three pri-
mary items in the form of four point Likert scales prompted facilitators 
to rate the overall success of the activity (1 = Not at all successful; 4 =
Very successful), participant attentiveness during the meeting (1 =
Distracted; 4 = Attentive), and whether or not the activity enhanced the 
participant’s knowledge or understanding of a particular topic (1 =
Strongly disagree; 4 = Strongly agree). Researchers expected facilitators 
to complete facilitator logs at the conclusion of every program session. 
As of 2019, there were 28 activities spread across the four dimensions of 
EYPC, and in general, the more activities implemented at a particular 
site, the higher the implementation index for that particular site. 

2.2.1.3. Measure 3 (Implementation Index). Program evaluators felt a 
raw count of activities implemented alone would not allow for differ-
entiation between sites with differing implementation patterns. To 
encapsulate both depth and breadth of implementation for EYPC across 
sites, researchers on the project developed an implementation index. 
This scaled score represents the product of the number of activities 
implemented at a particular site (a: range = 1–28) by the number of the 
final activity implemented at an EYPC site (b: range = 1.1–4.8). The 
number of the final activity represents how far each site progressed in 
the curriculum, thus a site with a final activity number of 4.6 would have 
progressed to the sixth activity in the fourth dimension of EYPC, farther 
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along than a site with a final activity number of 3.2. Additionally, re-
searchers multiplied that product by the dispersal of activities across the 
four dimensions of EYPC, measured as the raw number of dimensions in 
which a site implemented at least two activities (c: range = 0–4). 

(a*b)c. 
Program developers numbered all EYPC activities sequentially by 

dimension (1–4) and then for the specific activity within each dimen-
sion. For example, activity 2.3 is the third activity in the second 
dimension. For the final activity measure, the variable (b) could be as 
high as 4.8, representing the eighth activity in the fourth dimension. 
Although developers did not design EYPC as entirely sequential, this 
measure provides a basic indication of how deeply each site progressed 
overall in the implementation of the program. Further, the final activity 
variable (b) scores sites that may have quit the program earlier relatively 
lower on the implementation index, regardless of the number of activ-
ities implemented up to that point. Finally, the activity dispersal vari-
able (c) represents the number of dimensions in which a site implements 
at least two activities. For example, to achieve the highest score of four 
on activity dispersal, a site must implement a minimum of eight acti-
vities—two in each of the four modules. Additionally, this variable 
cannot exceed four even if a particular site implemented more than eight 
activities, but could have a lower value if the site spread those eight or 
more activities across fewer dimensions. Again, evaluators multiplied 
these three variables together to obtain an implementation index, which 
attempts to capture the depth and breadth of implementation between 
EYPC sites. The maximum value of the implementation index under 
these parameters would be 537.6 (i.e. 28*4.8*4). 

2.2.1.4. Measure 4 (Outcome Scores/Community Impacts). EYPC evalu-
ators assessed community impacts and outcomes with final, follow-up 
contacts with sites via email or telephone. Project staff also utilized 
site level reports, local press regarding the activities of young people in 
EYPC, and taped council meeting presentations. EYPC’s two key 
community-level outcomes are the “culminating event”—typically 
delivering a presentation to a local city council or other relevant gov-
erning body—and the governing body’s decision in response to said 
presentation. After delivering a formal proposal to a city council or local 
decision-makers, the representative bodies are then able to make policy 
decisions. Although many confounding factors may affect such de-
cisions, another measure of EYPC success is a favorable policy decision. 
Outcome scores for EYPC ranged from one to five, with one representing 
a city council vote to pass the proposed ordinance, two representing a 
tabled or pending decision, three representing a city council vote to fail 
the proposed ordinance, and four and five representing an EYPC site 
hosting an alternative event or no culminating event respectively. In 
other words, outcome scores of four and five represent sites that did not 
make a formal presentation of a proposed ordinance to their local gov-
erning bodies. Finally—due to heterogeneities of variance in imple-
mentation indices and activities implemented between outcome 
scores—evaluators ran Brown-Forsythe and Games-Howell post hoc 
tests to determine mean differences in said variables between outcomes. 
These tests are more robust to violations of normality and account for 
unequal group size and variance as well (Brown & Forsythe, 1974; 
Games & Howell, 1976). 

2.2.1.5. Measure 5 (Qualitative Findings: Activities, community Impacts). 
Facilitator logs contained five open-ended questions. The logs asked 
facilitators to report the most and least effective components of each 
activity, what young people seemed to like best and least about a given 
activity, and additional suggestions and comments about the imple-
mentation of EYPC. The open-ended responses were reviewed several 
times by a member of the EYPC evaluation team. During this initial 
stage, the researcher took notes and began to generate initial codes. 
After reviewing the open-ended responses and recording codes, the 
open-ended questions were individually read and coded by the 

researcher. Emergent thematic analysis was used to code themes as they 
presented in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In other words, no un-
derlying theories were assumed or coded for during data analysis. Each 
code was generated using surface level information presented in the 
data. Frequency was calculated for the explicit semantic statements 
found in the responses. For the purposes of this research, analysis was 
conducted in NVivo Qualitative Analysis software, Release 1.4 (QSR 
International, 2021). We report only the top two most common response 
codes for each open-ended question. 

3. Results 

3.1. Quantitative findings 

Results from site-level analyses of EYPC were generally positive. 
Table 1 presents aggregated, demographic information of participants 
across EYPC sites. Table 2 contains descriptive information regarding 
site composition, activity ratings, and policy foci across all EYPC sites 
involved in this analysis. A slim majority of sites were situated within 
more densely populated, urban areas versus more sparsely populated 
rural ones. The overall attrition rate of approximately 20% is statistically 
smaller than rates reported in recent research involving youth-focused 
programs (Yohannan et al., 2017). After excluding outlier sites with 
attrition rates greater than or equal to three standard deviations of the 
mean, the overall attrition rate across EYPC sites approaches 10%, 
which is relatively low for a largely elective civic engagement program 
for middle and high school aged young people. For context, previous 
studies on community-oriented, youth-focused interventions found 
attrition rates ranging from 15% to 63% (Suter & Bruns, 2009, 
Yohannan et al., 2017). Facilitators rated the overall success of activities 
on average as successful or very successful, participant attentiveness as 
somewhat attentive or attentive, and generally agreed or strongly 
agreed that EYPC activities enhanced young people’s knowledge or 
understanding of a particular topic (e.g. civic advocacy). Finally, a 
majority of sites focused on tobacco policy, with over 88% possessing a 
policy focus geared towards smoke free parks, electronic cigarettes, anti- 
vaping campaigns, and other tobacco related issues. 

Fig. 1 exhibits a frequency bar chart depicting the number of activ-
ities implemented by EYPC sites. As shown, the distribution of activities 
skews positive, indicating a program-wide trend towards implementing 
fewer activities. The most activities implemented at a single site was 22, 
or 78.6% of the entire program. The average number of activities 
implemented was 8.87. Fig. 2 presents a scatterplot of implementation 
indices by site or over time. As site numbers increased over time, site 
number can serve as a useful proxy for time in this instance. As shown, 
implementation indices—and by extension, the number of activities 
implemented by sites—tended to decrease over time. As too, did the 
variance in implementation indices across sites. 

Table 3 displays EYPC site level outcome and culminating event 
frequencies, along with corresponding implementation indicators. As 

Table 1 
Sociodemographic Characteristics of Full EYPC Sample (N = 455).  

Descriptor Sample Characteristics  

n (M) % (SD) 

Age 16.01  1.43 
Grade 10.09  1.75 
Gender (Female) 293  64.4% 
White 302  66.4% 
Black/African-American 81  17.8% 
Asian/Asian-American 17  3.7% 
Other 8  1.8% 
Latinx 41  9.0% 
Letter Grades (Mostly A’s or Mostly A’s & B’s) 344  75.6% 
Living Situation (Both Parents) 278  61.1% 
Program Attendance (Always or Usually) 300  69.1%  
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the reader can see, 59 sites made formal presentations to their city 
councils or other representative governing bodies, while 30 sites con-
ducted an alternate activity or no final activity at all. Many times, 
alternate activities or the lack of a culminating activity stemmed from 
uncontrollable, external factors. For example, at one of the sites with no 
culminating event, the facilitator related a series of unfortunate events: 

We met with four or five councilmen/women, did site visits, did a 
survey, started a petition, spoke informally with the parks and recrea-
tion committee, met with the mayor and city clerk, and constructed a 
presentation. Unfortunately, the city elections were in early April. The 
turnover was tremendous and it killed the schedule. There was a new 
mayor, city clerk, six new council members, and most importantly the 
parks and recreation chair was made vacant by the turnover. Due to the 
vacancy, the committee did not hold any more meetings until middle 

summer. While we didn’t accomplish our goal, the kids learned a great 
deal, had fun, and reported feeling more empowered. 

This can be an unfortunate result for a site running a program like 
EYPC, wherein local politics can directly affect program implementa-
tion. Of the 59 sites reporting the occurrence of a formal policy proposal, 
24 had their policies accepted and passed by officials, 29 had their 
proposals tabled (not passed or rejected), and 6 had their proposals 
rejected by officials. In sum, almost 90% of proposals presented to local 
governments by EYPC participants succeeded in being passed or tabled. 
Furthermore, sites implementing greater numbers of activities and with 
higher implementation indices tended to have greater success compared 
to sites that implemented fewer activities and had lower implementation 
indices. For example, sites that made a policy proposal to their city 
council and had their proposal passed by officials implemented, on 
average, over 13 activities, and had implementation indices over 200. In 
contrast, those sites that reported no culminating activity implemented 
fewer than five activities on average and had implementation indices 
around 50. The mean differences in activities (t(33) = 4.64, p <.001) 
and implementation indices (t(33) = 3.93, p <.001) between the highest 
and lowest outcome scores were statistically significant. Subscripts 
denote other significant differences between outcome scores resulting 
from Games-Howell tests. 

Table 4 shows correlations between outcome scores and relevant site 
level variables like program duration, average attendance, activities 
implemented, and implementation index. The associations between 
outcome score, activities implemented, and implementation indices 
were statistically significant. Outcome score was significantly associated 
with the number of activities implemented (r = -0.54, p <.01) and the 
implementation index (r = -0.47, p <.01). Consequently, researchers 
were able to reject the null hypothesis presuming no significant corre-
lations between activities, implementation indices, and outcome scores. 

Finally, Table 5 presents findings from the linear regression models 
with outcome score as the dependent variable. Here, activities imple-
mented emerged as the only significant predictor (b = -0.18, t(68) =
-2.36, p=.02) of outcome scores. In other words, there were no signifi-
cant, predictive relationships between attendance, program duration, 
and implementation index on outcome scores, despite this model (df: 
4,69, R2 = 0.31, F = 7.68, p <.001; *p <.05) accounting for 31% of the 
variation in outcome scores across sites. Also of note, population density 

Table 2 
Descriptive Statistics of EYPC Sites (N = 122).  

General Descriptors Sample 
Characteristics  

n (M) % (SD) 

Population Density (Urban) 60 54.1% 
Program Duration (Weeks) 20.83 15.51 
Pre-Surveys Submitted 12.01 9.52 
Post-Surveys Submitted 8.23 7.64 
Attendance 10.35 6.93 
Attrition − 2.09 8.72 
Facilitator Log Entries 6.69 5.13 
Activities Implemented 8.87 4.98 
Implementation Index 101.54 99.56 
Activity Ratings M SD 
How Successful was This Activity Overall? 3.13 0.71 
How Attentive were the Young People During This Activity? 3.39 0.72 
This Activity Enhanced Youth Advocacy Skills. 3.33 0.60 
Policy Focus n % 
Smoke Free Parks 53 56.4% 
E-Cigarettes 11 11.7% 
Other Tobacco 8 8.5% 
Tobacco 21 7 7.4% 
Other 6 6.4% 
Alcohol Policy 5 5.3% 
Tobacco Retail Licensing 4 4.3%  

Fig. 1. Number of Activities Implemented by Frequency.  
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(rural versus urban sites) and policy focus were not significant pre-
dictors of outcome scores. 

3.1.1. Qualitative findings 
EYPC facilitators illustrated the successes and shortcomings at their 

implementation sites in five open-ended questions. The two most com-
mon themes for each open-ended question are described in further 
detail. 

3.1.1.1. What did you find most effective about the meeting?. According 
to facilitators, the most effective aspects of EYPC included the discus-
sions about local policies (50 codes) and data (43 codes). Discussing 
policy was new for many young people in the program. The EYPC ac-
tivities helped them to “become familiar with their [selected local] policy 
issues.” Facilitators noted the importance of young people exploring the 
context of their selected policies. “Showing the students maps of the 
counties helped put into perspective areas to concentrate in on policy 
change.” Additionally, “Having the [community guest] speakers explain the 
process they went through to gain support for the…policy” was helpful for 
“learn[ing] that policy adoption is not a straight line.” Through EYPC 
meetings and activities, young people were encouraged to think criti-
cally about the differential role that policy plays in the lives of com-
munity members, and practically about how to advocate for policy 
change in their local communities. These critical exercises included “… 
observing and interviewing…skills [that] are very important and beneficial 
when advocating for policy change.” According to facilitators, lessons on 

Fig. 2. Scatterplot with Fit Line of Implementation Index by Site/Time.  

Table 3 
Site Level Outcome, Culminating Event Frequencies & Implementation Levels.  

Culminating Event Outcome n Mean 
Activities 

Mean 
Implementation 
Index 

Council/Board 
Presentation      

1 = Passed 24 13.05a 200.87a  

2 = Pending/ 
Tabled 

29 9.38a,b 124.25a,b  

3 = Failed 6 5.67b,c 62.13b,c 

Total  59   
No Council/Board 

Presentation      
4 = Alternate 
Event 

19 7.19b,c 82.39b,c  

5 = No Event 11 4.91c 50.27c 

Total  30    

Table 4 
Correlations between Outcome Scores and Site Level Variables.  

Variables 1. 2. 3. 4. 5.  

1. Outcome Score  –  0.141  0.046  -0.538**  -0.474**  

2. Program Duration  0.141  –  -0.149  0.091  0.125  
3. Mean Attendance  0.046  -0.149  –  0.001  -0.037  
4. Activities 

Implemented  
-0.538**  0.091  0.001  –  0.927**  

5. Implementation 
Index  

-0.474*  0.125  -0.037  0.927**  – 

Means  2.60  20.84  10.35  8.87  101.54 
(SD)  1.40  15.51  6.93  4.98  99.56  

* p <.05; **p <.01. 

Table 5 
Results from Linear Regression Model Predicting Outcome Scores.  

Variables b t β 95% CI 

LB UB 

Constant  2.55  5.21   1.57  3.52 
Implementation Index  0.002  0.426  0.115  -0.006  0.009 
Activities Implemented  -0.182*  − 2.36  -0.641  -0.335  -0.028 

df:4,69, R2 = 0.31, F = 7.68, p <.001; *p <.05. 
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data collection were effectively scaffolded with lessons learned about 
policy. After breaking down the policy material in to chunks, lessons on 
data collection “[gave] the teens a good understanding of why having good 
data to support our issue is so important.” Lessons on effective data 
collection, and the aspects of trustworthy data supported student un-
derstanding of “how the structure/elements of a survey are integral to 
receiving accurate data.” Overall, “the youth enjoyed the interactive activ-
ities such as role playing the trustworthy data.” Young people connected 
the lessons they learned about data to policy advocacy by presenting the 
data to their community and creating statements to present to their city 
councils. 

3.1.1.2. What did you find least effective about the meeting?. Regarding 
the least effective component of EYPC sessions, facilitators over-
whelmingly reported concerns about meeting times (56 codes), and 
attendance (17 codes). Some sites had to reschedule meetings due to 
schools “weather closings.” Additionally, facilitators were concerned 
about the length of the meeting times and the amount of material to get 
through in a session. The EYPC activities are designed to take roughly an 
hour, but facilitators found it difficult to get through all of the material 
in that time frame. Facilitators reported having “a lot of material to rush 
through” and “not enough time to meet…for all of the material we had to 
cover.” Facilitators were concerned about the “time constraints of the 
meeting and all that needed to be accomplished” and the influence of the 
time constraints on completing learning objectives. Attendance at 
meetings and “following the curriculum with sporadic attendance from so 
many” also compromised students’ benefit from the meetings; “I think 
this meeting was very important, however it did not benefit everyone because 
there was low attendance at this meeting.”. 

3.1.1.3. What did participants seem to like best about the meeting?. Fa-
cilitators shared that participants seemed to like the policy discussions 
(58 codes) and working with the community (33 codes) best. Selecting a 
policy, developing policy proposals, and promoting their selected pol-
icies were particularly rewarding activities for participants. “[Partici-
pants] seemed to enjoy the policy review” and “were very passionate about 
helping with advoca[cy].”As well, “all participants were very active [and] 
excited about success at having [the] ordinance passed.” Participants had 
the opportunity to engage with their community in the development of 
and advocacy for their policy. During EYPC meetings, students created 
community surveys and learned more about community member per-
spectives. “They enjoyed passing out surveys to…people at the nearby 
community center” and “enjoyed seeing what their community members and 
families felt about [the policy].”The EYPC activities, specifically data 
collection through community surveys, provided a structured opportu-
nity for students to engage in policy discussions with their community 
and families. 

3.1.1.4. What did participants seem to like least about the meeting?. Fa-
cilitators reported that there was nothing (53 codes) that participants 
seemed to least like about the meetings. However, the least liked aspect 
of the meetings seemed to be not having enough time to meet (17 codes). 
Students were “not finishing everything up during meeting time.” As well, 
time restrictions at individual sites prevented the completion of some 
activities. For example, some sites implemented EYPC during lunch 
breaks and “were rushed due to many students [eating and then] forgetting 
about the program.” Time restrictions during implementation, both 
unique to individual sites and overall, ultimately impacted the 
completion of activities. Some sites did not have “enough time for the 
debate” and others did “not [have] enough time to celebrate” the final 
policy presentation and/or completion of the program. 

3.1.1.5. What would you do differently and why?. Most facilitators 
shared that they would do the meetings (39 codes) and times (17 codes) 
differently. EYPC sessions are intended to last an hour with the first 30 

min of the meeting dedicated to content and the other portion to an 
activity. It was shared that “30 min is very short” for completing an ac-
tivity. Facilitators suggested that “hav[ing] additional time,” “[breaking] 
some of these activities into separate meetings,” and completing parts of the 
activities outside of the meeting time would help address concerns with 
the itinerary. Other suggestions for the meeting include “allow[ing] the 
students to set the date/time of [the] meeting,” “pick[ing]…board meeting[s 
for the last session] that last a little longer, if possible,” and completing 
some of the activities, such as community surveys, outside of the 
meeting. 

3.2. Discussion 

This convergent, mixed-methods study explored associations be-
tween EYPC implementation and outcomes pertaining to the proposal 
and passing of local ordinances throughout Illinois. EYPC attempts to 
empower young people to participate in local advocacy and policy 
change efforts, and from this evaluation, researchers found that the 
number of activities implemented at a given site significantly predicted 
program success. In other words, more expansive implementations of 
EYPC was a significant predictor of young people not only proposing an 
ordinance to their respective civic officials, but also having that proposal 
either passed or tabled at a city council meeting. At the site-level, we 
found sites on average implemented approximately 37% of the activities 
included in the EYPC program manual. A key remaining question for 
evaluators was whether sites implementing EYPC at this level could 
achieve positive program outcomes. In fact, this evaluation shows that at 
this level of implementation (i.e. 10 or 11 activities) the program 
demonstrates the capacity for facilitating the meaningful, positive 
development of young people into more active advocates for policy 
change. While this may indicate an opportunity to reduce the overall 
number of activities in EYPC, the activity ratings submitted by program 
facilitators show that no single activity was systematically rejected by all 
sites, and facilitators who implemented various activities noted high 
levels of satisfaction with all of them. However, repeat facilitators may 
have perceived the opportunity to reduce the number of activities 
implemented in their own programs, which could account for the overall 
decrease in raw implementation indices and variance in implementation 
indices in our sample over time (see Fig. 2). The inherent flexibility in 
having more activities available as part of the program may make it 
more attractive for potential facilitators as well. Regardless of which 
sites implemented which activities, analyses consistently showed that 
higher levels of implementation resulted in more positive results. 

Ultimately, while researchers correctly rejected the original null 
hypothesis presuming no significant correlations between outcome 
scores, implementation indices, and the number of activities imple-
mented across sites, the latter was the only significant predictor of 
outcome scores via linear regression models. It may be that broader 
dispersals of activities across the curriculum may not be as important as 
the raw number of activities implemented at a given site. In any case, the 
number of activities implemented predicted more positive outcome 
scores, suggesting that greater depth and breadth of program imple-
mentation tended to result in more positive outcomes (e.g. passing a 
proposed ordinance). At the community-level, young people changed 
public policies, and many communities in Illinois will ideally become 
healthier places to live because of their efforts. 

Equally as important as these quantitative findings, EYPC program 
facilitators left with very positive impressions of their communities’ 
young people. In nearly all EYPC sites—even those where proposals 
failed— facilitators reported young peoples’ appreciation and personal 
gains from the unique experience of speaking directly to their local 
governments. As one facilitator put it, “students want to do good; we need 
to put opportunities before them.” EYPC provided a structure for encour-
aging critical thinking about policy, having key conversations about 
policy preferences, advocacy and implementation, and engaging youth 
and the local community in productive dialogue for positive change. 
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Facilitators reported that during EYPC young people “[were] excited 
about making an impact,” and “passionate about the policy process and 
wanted to truly make a difference in their communities.” Young people 
possess a strong desire to actively participate as citizens both within and 
outside contemporary political systems, and there needs to be a greater 
variety of civic engagement models to include the voices of all young 
people, not just those closest to the center of the traditional political 
arena (Augsberger et al., 2018; Conner & Cosner, 2016). 

Many EYPC sites chose to focus on tobacco policy. This was a result 
of nearly all EYPC sites during this time receiving funding to work on 
tobacco policy through the Illinois Department of Public Health (IDPH). 
Over 56% of sites chose policies that would make local parks smoke free 
environments. Many others focused on tobacco 21 programs, policies 
restricting or eliminating the use of e-cigarettes from public places, and 
retail licensing programs. EYPC exhibited utility outside efforts to 
change tobacco policy, however, with some sites focusing alcohol policy 
and others on community beautification projects. This diversity of 
interests—along with the successful proposals attached to a variety of 
policies—speaks to the versatility of EYPC as a powerful tool in civic 
engagement arenas. Ultimately, according to the sites participating in 
the evaluation, convergent findings across data sources and methods of 
analysis collectively offer evidence of EYPC programmatic success. 
Together, the positive results reported here indicate that EYPC can 
produce the intended effects of its designers. We anticipate further an-
alyses will reinforce these promising findings. In addition, current 
research suggests that providing young people with consistent training 
and support regarding effective programs for civic and community 
engagement is essential for developing a more critical and civically 
minded society (Augsberger et al., 2018). We hope that EYPC and 
similar programs focused on civic engagement with young people can 
serve as models for developing effective and dependable strategies to 
engage more successfully within local communities. 

3.2.1. Limitations & implications 
This report presents an evaluation of EYPC relying on mixed methods 

analyses of quantitative and qualitative sources of data, utilizing various 
evaluation tools, and exploring comparisons between sites to examine 
the program’s overall impacts. Although EYPC initially focused on the 
curtailing of tobacco use in communities around the state–which may 
have limited students’ autonomy–as sites and participants gained 
greater latitude regarding their policy focus, several groups still chose to 
focus on tobacco policies (i.e. anti-vaping campaigns, e-cigarette use in 
schools). Overall, the results of the evaluation illuminate a promising 
association regarding level of EYPC implementation and progress to-
wards passing local ordinances, which can have significant and positive 
impacts on the lives of young people and their communities. These could 
be further and more convincingly documented if the program can 
expand to a broader scale, and presently, EYPC administrators are 
attempting to embed the program within social science curricula in 
secondary academic settings. As the state of Illinois moves towards 
implementing heightened civic education standards across public 
schools, EYPC seems ideally poised as a program schools may designate 
to help fulfill those expectations. 

Overall, the project achieved high rates of facilitator log completion 
across sites, but missing data presented issues when compiling and 
analyzing the final data set. As countermeasures for facilitators 
neglecting their logging responsibilities, project administrators sent out 
frequent communication via email and telephone and implemented a 
stipend program for a period as well. The stipend did not have any 
significant effect on facilitator log completion. Difficulties in facilitator 
log and post-program survey administration and completion typically 
stemmed from planning and timing concerns, as many programs 
terminated at or near the end of academic years. During these often- 
frenetic times, many program sites endeavored to schedule policy pro-
posals before local officials that typically assemble once or twice per 
month at the very most. These attempts at scheduling frequently 

coincided with EYPC sessions wherein facilitators likely overlooked 
their facilitator logs or post-program reports. Regardless of any missing 
data, the final data set was the best available for EYPC evaluators. In 
addition—while we feel EYPC has above average reach in terms of 
generalizability—we concede that this program is based largely in Illi-
nois, and in terms of external validity there may be interstate, civic 
variations when it comes to local politics and policy that render EYPC 
and other programs like it less effective. The EYPC team also recognizes 
that this is a civic engagement program geared towards young people, 
and consequently these results only apply to sites composed of our 
voluntary youth participants. Findings from this analysis would not 
necessarily generalize to the general population. 

In addition, we acknowledge the limitation of asking for activity- 
specific feedback from only program facilitators rather than from stu-
dent participants and program facilitators. While other analyses of EYPC 
(Bennett & Hays, 2021; Cooper & Hays, 2007) examined participant 
responses to program satisfaction surveys, focus groups, and our “Civics, 
Community, & Health” survey, including that information in this 
manuscript would have added considerably to its length and blurred its 
overall theoretical purpose. Nonetheless, we acknowledge that pos-
sessing high-quality, personalized feedback from students would have 
added to the richness of our qualitative data and limited the risk of 
facilitator bias. We recognize that variance in facilitator motivation or 
expertise may have had an effect on program outcomes as well. 

In addition to assessing the EYPC program, this study illustrates the 
execution, implementation, reporting, and value of conducting a site- 
level evaluation relying upon multiple evaluative methods and ap-
proaches. Triangulating across multiple sources of data and relying on a 
mixed-method analytical approach has provided a richer and broader 
depiction of EYPC as a whole. Relying on solely qualitative or quanti-
tative data would likely have been far less informative and convincing. 
In the end, we reiterate that bringing about positive change in their 
community may be one of the more valuable and enriching experiences 
in the life of a young person. Many young people in EYPC learned that 
affecting local policy change is an attainable goal. While it remains to be 
determined whether this experience provides young people with 
necessary skills for a lifetime of active civic participation, early in-
dicators suggest this program has the capacity to empower them to seek 
out and ascend paths towards more fully engaged civic lives. 
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