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ABSTRACT

There is a clear recognition of the importance of considering both social and environmental
dimensions in the understanding of sustainable development. Agenda21, for example, underlines
the crucial role played by citizens within communities for the achievement of sustainability.

Since the concept of development implies an ongoing temporal continuum, the role of the
new generations in society and their engagement in this process are of particular significance.
However, the literature on young people’s development has not yet explored sustainable
engagement as a construct based on the union of both civic and environmental dimensions and as
such they risk continuing to be treated separately.

The aim of this paper is to propose a framework within which to explore the concept of
sustainability for young people and to enhance their role in its development. In particular, it
considers the relationship between empowerment, engagement, and competence, how both
community and individual factors can play a role in promoting competence and enhancing young
people’s engagement at local level and the importance of educational processes in achieving this
goal.

INTRODUCTION
Several frameworks (e.g., Agenda 21, Civic Environmentalism, Civic Science) emphasize the role

of the social dimension in the understanding of sustainability (for a more detailed analysis see
Rossi and Dodman, 2015). Without people’s participation, the implementation of sustainable
policies cannot be successful. Citizens are the very essence of society, and its development
depends on people’s actions. In particular, Agenda 21 emphasizes their action at local level, within
communities, because only in such a specific context is a partnership between citizens and
institutions possible. As a result of this partnership several social processes can be activated, each
of which is important for the achievement of sustainability: capacity building, defined as the
coordination of all public agencies addressed to a common goal such as the achievement of
sustainability); a participatory approach in the phase of design, implementation and evaluation
of policies, which in turn enhances people’s empowerment and public awareness; the
identification of groups with particular needs and the implementation of specific programs. The

feasibility of these processes depends on their being situated within a given local context.

Hempel’s (1999) definition of a sustainable community offers a useful framework: “A
sustainable community is a community in which economic vitality, ecological integrity, civic
democracy, and social well-being are linked in a complementary fashion, thereby fostering a high
quality of life and a strong sense of reciprocal obligation among its members.” From this

perspective, both social and environmental components can be seen as underlying the

© Journal of Academic Perspectives Volume 2015 No 4 1



Journal of Academic Perspectives

development of sustainable communities. We intend to focus our attention on these components
and on understanding how they may develop within communities, therefore within citizens, and
in particular young people, creating the conditions for empowerment and consequent engagement

based on the development of competence promoted by educational agencies.

SUSTAINABILITY AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT: YOUNG PEOPLE, CIVIC AND ENVIRONMENTAL
ENGAGEMENT

If we consider how the civic and environmental dimensions underlying the concept of sustainable
development have been explored in the literature on human development, two broad research
areas emerge one focusing on civic engagement and the other on pro-environmental engagement.
The term engagement refers to two main spheres: cognitive (e.g., attitudes, values, norms, etc.)
and behavioral (all types of civic and pro-environmental actions). Studies tend to focus on the
development either of civic or pro-environmental values or of civic or pro-environmental
behaviors. The separation of the two perspectives seems to derive from their reference to different
theoretical frameworks. On the one hand, studies focusing on civic engagement involve young
people regarding the role of new generations, while studies are focusing on pro-environmental
actions mainly involve adults and tend not to deal with young people (Chawla and Flanders
Cushing 2007; Grenhgj and John Thegersen 2011; Matthies et al. 2011). Moreover, the approach
through which civic engagement is explored is often ecological (e.g., Bronfenbrenner’s
approach), emphasizing the fact that developmental outcomes may derive from the interaction
between personal and environmental factors (ranging from formal educational agencies like the
school to non- formal and informal agencies such as the family and the peer group). In contrast,
research on pro-environmental engagement mainly focuses on internal factors, such as
knowledge, values, beliefs, norms, considered as predictors of people’s pro-environmental
behavior. Several authors (Steg and Vlek 2009; Wakefield et al. 2006; Uzzell, Pol and Badenas

2002) have also emphasized the lack of an adequate consideration of contextual factors.

Since the process of sustainable development is possible only if citizens participate and
are active at the local level, it is essential to understand to what extent our developmental
outcomes, civic engagement, and pro-environmental behavior are related to contextual factors
such as, in particular, people’s perception of the community. Authors exploring young people’s
civic engagement have already emphasized the importance of considering contextual factors in
the understanding of which mechanisms underlie their civic attitudes and skills (Da Silva et al.
2004; Atkins and Hart 2003; Quane and Rankin 2006; Kegler et al. 2005; Zeldin, Larson, Camino

and O’Connor 2005). What emerges from these studies is that both environmental and social
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features within contexts impact on the level of young people’s civic engagement. On the one hand,
the availability of structural opportunities such as associations, clubs, local organizations, where
they can be engaged and participate are essential for the development of civic skills and
competencies (Atkins and Hart 2003; Quane and Rankin 2006; Catalano and Hawkins 1996). On
the other hand, by being embedded in social networks, young people are more likely to be exposed
to positive role models and assimilate civic values and behaviors (Kegler et al. 2005; Zeldin,
Larson, Camino and O’Connor 2005; Lenzi, Vieno, Pastore and Santinello 2013). Moreover, by
experiencing a social bonding within contexts, they are more likely to experience support (Lenzi,
Vieno, Pastore, et al. 2013), social cohesion (Levental and Brooks-Gunn 2000) and social capital
(Furstenberg, Cook, Eccles, Elder and Sameroft 1999). All these factors are relevant in the

understanding of civic values and behaviors among young people (Lerner et al. 2007).

Various authors offer theoretical frameworks for analyzing these factors in the
understanding of young people’s development: the Social Development Model (Catalano and
Hawkins 1996), the Situated Learning Theory (Lave and Wenger 1991), and the Social Cognitive
Theory (Bandura 1977). According to Catalano and Hawkins (1996), adolescents learn patterns
of values and behaviors by interacting with a range of socializing agents across different social
domains (e.g., family, school, community). Four components may underlie the process of
assimilation of these patterns: a) perceived opportunities for involvement in activities and
interactions with others; b) the degree of involvement and interaction; c) the skills possessed by
individuals which permit their participation in these interactions; d) the reinforcement that
adolescents perceive from this involvement and interaction. Lave and Wenger (1991) argued that
through experience, skills and competences can be acquired. Hence, they stress the role of

practice: individuals learn to do something by doing what they want to do practically.

Both Catalano and Hawkins and Lave and Wenger emphasize how, together with
involvement and practice, the role of adults is crucial. By supporting young people in their
experience, adults may achieve the dual goal of both helping an individual and nurturing a new
potential contributor to the development of the community’s well-being (Lave and Wenger 1991).
Three principal and interrelated concepts were particularly interesting for our purpose: identity,
knowing, and social membership. “Learning involves the whole person; it implies not only a
relation to specific activities but a relation to social communities - it implies becoming a full
participant, a member, a kind of person. In this view leaning only partly - and often incidentally
- implies becoming able to be involved in new activities, to perform new tasks and functions, to

master new understandings. Activities, tasks, functions, and understandings do not exist in
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isolation; they are part of a broader system of relation, in which they have meaning. These systems
of relations arise out of and are reproduced and developed within social communities, which are
in part systems of relations among persons. The person is defined by as well as defines these
relations. Learning those implies becoming a different person with respect to the possibilities
enabled by these systems of relations. To ignore this aspect of learning is to overlook the fact that
learning involves the construction of identities” (Lave and Wenger 1991, 53). Moreover, the
authors argue that being fully involved in a community enhances individuals’ sense of
membership of that group, which in turn implies a deeper sense of responsibility in their
commitment to that group. The process is directly related to the concept of motivation: the more
people are involved in an activity, the more they feel responsible for that activity and the more
they are motivated to improve their engagement and improve the situation. By performing and
mastering experiences, assessing capabilities in respect of social models, perceiving social
influence and persuasion and by living specific psychological and emotional states, people may
develop a sense of efficacy (Bandura 1977). At the individual level, Bandura (1997) defines self-
efficacy as the confidence in one’s ability to control and execute the actions required to deal with
current and future situations, while collective efficacy is “people’s shared beliefs in their
collective power (...). A groups’ attainments are the product not only of shared knowledge and
skills of its members, but also of the interactive, coordinative, and synergetic dynamics of their

transactions.” (Bandura 2000, 76).

As regards pro-environmental engagement, only a few studies have explored the pro-
environmental values and behaviors of new generations, and the processes that may lead to
engagement on the part of young people remain unclear (Gronhoy and Thorgesen 2011; Mathies
et al. 2012; Blanchet-Cohen 2008). Some studies have emphasized how the micro social domains
in which young people are embedded, in particular, family and peers, are relevant in promoting
pro-environmental attitudes and values (e.g., Gotschi et al. 2010; Gronhoy and Thorgesen 2011).
In their study based on the American survey Monitoring the Future, Wray-Lake et al. (2007) focus
on individual beliefs and values while analyzing trends in adolescents’ environmental concerns
over the last 30 years in the United States. They find that adolescents’ environmental
responsibility and behavior are associated with the following beliefs: faith in technology,
endorsement of materialism, belief in resource scarcity and attitudes toward governmental
leadership. The study suggests that young people seem to view conservation as a collective
problem, and when they believe that government should respond to environmental issues then

they are likely to feel a personal obligation in acting pro-environmentally. Furthermore, belief
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concerning resource scarcity may have the largest impact on both young people’s conservation
attitudes and behaviors. Studies focusing on adults offer some theoretical models which may be
of use when considering young people. In the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen 1991), it is
argued that variables at individual level, such as attitudes, norms, and perceived behavioral
control may be associated with the intention to conduct particular behavior and, in turn, with the
action execution. Schwartz (1977) argued that personal norms predict behavior when two
different conditions are satisfied: awareness of the consequences of one’s behavior together with
the ascription of at least some responsibility for these consequences to oneself. In the theory of
normative conduct, Cialdini et al. (1990) include the role played by the social normative
influences, called descriptive norms relating to “normal behavior,” those actions that are adequate
in specific circumstance, and injunctive norms which refer to what ought to be done, hence those

actions underlined by moral judgments of what is morally approved or disapproved.

If we wish to move from a perspective focusing mainly on individuals to a contextual one,
there would seem to be a lack of studies exploring the way in which factors deriving from the
interaction between young people and their communities, such as psychological bonding with the
territory or with the other citizens, may be relevant to the understanding of their pro-
environmental values and behaviors. Some studies have explored this association in relation to
adults. For example, factors that have been associated with pro-environmental outcomes are place
identity (Bonaiuto et al. 2008; Vaske and Cobrin 2002); community attachment (Perkins, Brown,
and Taylor, 1996) and place attachment (Scannell and Gifford 2013; Budruk, Thomas and Tyrell
2009). However, on the one hand, very few studies focused on which psychosocial phenomena
within community underlie people’s pro-environmental engagement, and the topic is still open to
debate (Lewicka 2010; Rossi and Dodman 2015). At the same time, the lack of studies of young
people means a reference to the literature on adults is potentially misleading since some evidence
suggests that different mechanisms may underlie young people’s and adults’ pro-environmental
engagement. By comparison with adults, young people would indeed seem to have more positive
environmental attitudes, but to be less likely to conduct pro-environmental practices (European
Commission 2008a; Grenhgj and Thegersen 2009; Johnson, Bowker and Cordell 2004). The
world view known as fechnofix was found to be associated with conservation behaviors among
adults, but not among young people, who believe that technological efficiency is not something
that absolves individuals of responsibility and personal environmental concern (Wray-Lake et al.
2010). Moreover, the difference between attitudes and behaviors does not emerge so clearly when

we refer to young people in comparison with adults. In their study, Eilam and Trop (2013) found
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that programs of environmental education at school were likely to have a greater impact both on
children’s behavior and attitudes than on adults. Adults may tend to be influenced only at a
behavioral, but not at an attitudinal level, suggesting that the development of attitudes is
something deeper, involving more complex cognitive and affective processes. Similar evidence
has been found by Crocetti et al. (2012) concerning young people’s civic engagement, underlining
the fact that the development of civic values may involve a cognitive interplay between the

processes of identity formation and personal self-awareness.

From this brief literature review emerges the need to find common factors influencing
both civic and environmental engagement among young people. Since the definition of a
sustainable community emphasizes that both a collective sense of responsibility and ecological
integrity (Hempel 1999) are important for the achievement of sustainability within communities,
unifying this two different perspectives is essential in order to allow those factors which may play
a role in the understanding of sustainable engagement at local level among young people to

emerge.

UNDERSTANDING AND PROMOTING YOUNG PEOPLE’S SUSTAINABLE ENGAGEMENT IN
COMMUNITIES

Our proposal is based on the premise that society must promote an educational process based on
formal, non-formal and informal agencies to permit every person to develop her/his learning

potential to the maximum extent and thereby make a full contribution to society itself.

Three general objectives of the educational process can be identified: developing an
aptitude for lifelong and life-wide learning, furthering personal acculturation and the building of
one’s personal and professional life project life, promoting full citizenship based on awareness,
responsibility, and active participation. Each of these goals requires the development of

competence and a consequent growth of empowerment and engagement.

In this respect, it is important to consider a definition of competence that is able both to
interpret and inform the learning processes involved. Starting from its etymology, the concept of
competence is particularly significant in that it expresses (cum-petere = “with,” “together” -
“seek,” “aim, “project”) the idea of a dynamic co-construction of pathways capable of constant
expansion and enrichment, of adapting to change, meeting challenges, building new knowledge,
facing new problems that require new solutions. Competence can thus be considered a capacity
for self and joint orientation, in that, is the ability to understand certain situations and act in a

conscious way to achieve given objectives. These can be grouped into four major categories that

© Journal of Academic Perspectives Volume 2015 No 4 6



Journal of Academic Perspectives

relate to building of knowledge (knowledge-building competence), communicating information
(communicative competence), experimenting and consolidating a range of methods and
operations (methodological and operational competence) developing relationships with oneself
and others (relational, or personal and social, competence) (Dodman 2008, 2013). Thus, four
types of objectives that enable people to orient themselves in all lifelong and life wide situations
can be considered four significant competence types that constitute human learning, thereby

forming the necessary personal basis for developing empowerment and engagement.

We believe that a framework for understanding and promoting this development must be
based on an ecological approach. Bronfenbrenner (1994 38) argues: “human development takes
place through processes of progressively more complex reciprocal interaction between an active
and involved biopsychological human organism and the people, objects and symbols within its
immediate environment (...). The form, power, content and direction of the proximal processes
giving rise to development vary systematically as a joint function of the characteristics of the
developing person, of the environment, both immediate and more remote, in which the processes
take place and of the nature of the developmental outcomes under consideration.” Since people’s
participation must occur at local level, the community becomes the arena within which all the
psychological mechanisms underlying young people’s sustainable engagement necessarily be

promoted (Fig.1)
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Fig.1. Factors associated with young people’s engagement with sustainability at local level
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Firstly, the community must offer adequate structural opportunities and furnish norms
coherent with the concept of sustainability (Catalano and Hawkins 1996; Vining and Ebreo 1992).
This requires provision of two kinds of public spaces. On the one hand, there must be spaces
where people have the opportunity to build knowledge on how to conduct particular practices
(e.g., recycling, production of natural detergents, purchasing products not detrimental for the
environment, etc.) and to exercise them (Lave and Wenger 1991). On the other hand, there must
be other kinds of spaces the management of which is directly under the control of citizens (Riche
et al. 1995), such as urban vegetable plots (Thorp and Townsend 2001). From these contextual
factors, several psychological mechanisms may be activated which lead to engagement and a
parallel development of communicative and relational competence through acting and interacting.
The more people have the possibility to practice a specific behavior, the more they will be likely
to gain a perception of personal competence (Atkins and Hart 2003; Quane and Rankin 2006;
Catalano and Hawkins 1996) and understanding of both the background and the consequences of
that behavior (Lave and Wenger 1991), nourishing the perception of self-efficacy (Bandura 1977).
By perceiving that specific patterns of behavior and norms are shared within the context in which
they are embedded, the activation of both descriptive and injunctive norms is likely to happen.
In turn people’s behavior will be guided respectively by following reflections: “I do so because
everyone is doing so, it is the right thing to do” and “everyone expect that I also behave in a
particular way, if I do not do it, I will be the different one” (Cialdini et al. 1999). The risk of social
exclusion is hence a perceived possible consequence if the behavior is not carried out. By
interacting with others in such contexts, individuals begin to observe and make comparisons with
each other and the process of reciprocal influence, or modeling, starts (Bandura 1977). Through
regular interaction, trust and social cohesion can be developed (Putnam 2000; Browns, Perkins
and Brown 2003). Moreover, the perception of control towards places, nourishes both the sense
of attachment and belonging (Browns, Perkins, and Brown 2003), and having shared feelings with
the physical context allows the development of place identity (Proshansky 1978). In particular,
urban gardening encourages the establishment of bonding with the territory and with the
environment (Thorp & Townsend 2001; Blair 2009). These psychological feedback processes
between the individual and the context are of vital importance for the development of both young
people’s values and responsibility coherent with the concept of sustainability and underlying an
active engagement. All those processes, moreover, have not just an influence on people, but also
on their micro-social contexts, such as family and peers, considered the main social domains for
the process of assimilation at the heart of such learning and the development of competence on

the part of individuals and the community they form.
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There is a clear relationship between competence, empowerment, and engagement.
Empowerment is a concept with intrapersonal, interactional and behavioral components
(Zimmerman and Rappaport 1988) comprising people’s awareness and understanding of
themselves and their environment, development of the capacity to act and influence, participation
in decision-making and problem-solving processes. Engagement is a commitment which depends
on a sense of empowerment and the presence of opportunities for participation in given contexts.
Empowerment and engagement exist on the basis of reciprocal feedback processes and involve

the development of competence.

If all the public and educational agencies within the community, such as local
administrations, community organizations and schools, promote norms and behaviors coherent
with the concept of sustainability by offering the necessary structural opportunities, then together
they contribute to the common goal of sustainable engagement based on the empowerment of
young people as citizens who possess the capacity and the opportunities to participate actively in

the life of the community.

CONCLUSION
The need to understand how to engage the new generations in the process of promoting

sustainability has emerged in both the literature on human development (e.g., Chawla and
Flanders Cushing 2007) and policy papers (e.g., Agenda2l). As Chawla and Flanders Cushing
(2007, 441) argue: “People cannot purchase energy efficient cars, use public transportation or
travel on bikeways, for example, unless business and Government make these choices available.
Therefore, the literature on young people’s political socialization and civic action is highly
relevant to environmental education”. Hence, the need to explore the concept of sustainable
engagement by uniting civic and behavioral dimensions has emerged. Chawla and Flanders
Cushing (2007) also provide a summary of the conditions that foster responsible environmental
behavior, civic action, and the development of individual and collective competence. Starting
from this perspective, our framework emphasizes the importance of considering the local
community as the arena in which all the mechanisms and processes underlying young people’s
engagement takes place, explores possible relations between those mechanisms and processes and

proposes a model for analyzing the concept and promoting the development of competence.

The arena of the community is of crucial importance for two main reasons. On the one
hand, the literature suggests that it is at the community level that people may develop the
collective phenomena which enhance individual, collaborative and cooperative action (social

cohesion, collective efficacy, collective responsibility) (e.g., Putnam 2000). At the same time, the
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partnership between citizens and institutions is necessary to bring about concrete and beneficial
outcomes. Only in limited and specific contexts can an understanding of people’s needs clearly
emerge and people are likely to participate because the know the arena in which they are acting
and can observe the results their engagement can bring (Torney Purta et al. 1999). A reciprocal
relationship between competence, empowerment and engagement are established, and as Walzer
(1989) states it is indeed within local communities that young people can exercise rights and
assume opportunities, hence learn what it means to be a good citizen. By educating its members,
society educates itself. The learning processes of the people who inhabit it are the learning
processes of society itself. Through education, society shapes the future of both its individual

members and its collective self (Dodman 2008, 2013).
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