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Chapter 28

Exploring the Role of Engagement on Well-Being and Personal Development: A Review
of Adolescent and Mental Health Activism

Anne C. Montague and Francisco Jose Eiroa-Orosa

A growing number of researchers have explored the positive impact of activism on the
well-being of the individuals involved (e.g., Gilster, 2012; Klar & Kasser, 2009). Some have
also asked whether there may be specific benefits to being an activist as an adolescent, given
this key developmental phase of life (Sherrod, 2006; Watts & Flanagan, 2007), or for socially
excluded groups, due to the important role that empowerment plays in recovering citizenship
(Rowe & Pelletier, 2012; see Pelletier, Bellamy, O’Connell, & Rowe, Chapter 29 in this volume,
for further discussion of the concept of citizenship). With positive psychology’s emphasis on
investigating the factors that enable individuals to thrive, though perhaps the movement still
avoids the thorny issue of social protest (see Di Martino, Eiroa-Orosa, & Arcidiacono, Chapter
7 in this volume), we think that exploring the links between activism and well-being is a
relevant topic for the field.

However, there appears to be little research—within either positive psychology, or the
behavioural sciences generally (Gilster, 2012)—on the psychological benefits of being an
activist. Additionally, there is a tendency either to not differentiate activism from other forms
of civic engagement or to ignore it completely in favour of ‘“service” activities such as
volunteering. For instance, this tendency can be observed in youth civic engagement research,
where youth activism as a concept primarily appears (Watts & Flanagan, 2007; Yohalem &

Martin, 2007), or social groups under conditions of social exclusion such as mental health



service users (Milligan, Kearns, & Kyle, 2011). This article takes an axiological approach in

that the authors have activist orientations themselves.

Defining activism

A careful definition of activism is important here, as a search for relevant literature
reveals that activism has often been analysed in the context of research on volunteerism. Some
terms referring to community engagement (which we could consider an umbrella for both
activism and volunteerism), such as activism, participatory citizenship, political involvement,
and collective action, are considered to be more ideologically loaded, while others, such as
volunteerism, community service, and civic or social engagement, are assumed to be neutral
(Eiroa-Orosa, 2016). Throughout this chapter we will use activism or volunteerism,
respectively, when referring to any of the terms in either of these two lists.

From one side, Thoits and Hewitt (2001) included political activism in their definition
of volunteering; indeed, Wilson (2000) has argued that these are essentially the same thing.
Although we do not completely agree with this view, the following literature review will
include some elements on volunteering research, as it appears that there is some overlap and
there is also evidence for numerous psychological benefits of volunteering (e.g., Meier &
Stutzer, 2007; Thoits & Hewitt, 2001). However, it has also been argued that activism and
volunteering are different experiences. In the introduction of a research paper on the benefits
of being an activist, Klar & Kasser (2009) made the point that activism is a more specific
concept than the broad term of volunteering. Further deepening these differences, Gilster (2012)
saw volunteers as those who provide community services and work within the current social
system, whereas activists look to challenge some aspect of the social structure and make a
change at a community or global level. Gilster’s research into differences between

neighbourhood activism and volunteering found that, whilst both had a positive impact on well-



being, activism additionally led to a sense of empowerment; Gilster concluded that activism
and volunteering should be studied separately. Taking this viewpoint, we accept Klar and
Kasser’s (2009) definition of activism as
(...) the behaviour of advocating some political cause (for instance, protecting the
environment, human rights issues, opposing abortion®, or preventing wars) via any of
a large array of possible means, ranging, for example, from institutionalised acts such

as starting a petition to unconventional acts such as civil disobedience. (p. 3)

Activism and well-being

Positive psychology has been criticised for its lack of emphasis on aspects of well-being
related to social change (D. Becker & Marecek, 2008; Biswas-Diener, 2011). During the
literature search that we performed in preparation for this chapter, we found just three studies
explicitly linking activism to positive psychological concepts (Eigner, 2001; Klar & Kasser,
2009; Sohr, 2001). Related topics such as empathy and altruism have received some attention
(e.g., Batson, Ahmad, & Lishner, 2009), but some researchers believe that even these constructs
have been neglected (Biswas-Diener, 2011). Given positive psychology’s seminal claims to be
about not only individual but also collective well-being (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000),
it is a surprise to find such a lack of research on the people who are trying to make a change at
either community or global levels (D. Becker & Marecek, 2008; Biswas-Diener, 2011). It has
been argued that activism has been neglected by psychology in general (Gilster, 2012), and

whilst there has been some research on why people become activists (e.g., Corning & Myers,

! We might add here: “or, conversely, demanding reproductive rights.” Whether we like it or
not, the causes of different groups of activists may be opposed—even diametrically so—since

what is considered fair or desirable is far from universal.



2002) there is little known about the impact of activism on well-being once a person is
committed.

Two recent quantitative studies have shed some light on the potential benefits of being
an activist. Attempting to show a causal effect of activism on well-being, Klar and Kasser (2009)
measured well-being after asking participants either to do a short, one-off act of activism, do a
non-activist task, or do nothing. The activist group showed greater levels of subjective vitality
than the other groups. Similarly, using data from a sample of Chicago residents, Gilster (2012)
found that participation in activism was linked to a higher sense of mastery compared to those
who just volunteered. However, these studies are hampered by several limitations. Klar and
Kasser (2009) acknowledged that their results only showed statistical significance in measures
of subjective vitality and were weak on other well-being measures. Future research, these
authors suggested, should ask participants to take action on issues of their own choice, explore
the impact of regular activism, compare well-being between forms of activism addressing
different issues, and contrast those who advocate for others versus for themselves.

Sohr (2001) used a mixed method approach in a study of environmental activists. Six
hundred activists from around the world were surveyed and five “hyper-activists” (those
dedicating over 20 hours a week) were interviewed. The quantitative data showed higher than
average mental health scores as compared to non-activists. However, it was the qualitative data
that revealed a more complex picture showing how activism also had negative effects,
particularly burnout. The author also recommended more research into how collective activism
impacts on well-being, as the hyper-activists interviewed appeared to be happier when they felt
they weren’t acting alone.

A small number of qualitative studies have covered the psychological effects of
involvement in activism. A study including interviews with 75 peace activists found that the

three top rewards for being involved in activism were contact with others, sense of meaning,



and success in achieving goals (Gomes, 1992). Similarly, interviews with 23 animal rights
activists showed that involvement gave them a sense of meaning, purpose, and joy (Herzog,
1993). Downton and Wehr’s (1998) study of 30 committed peace activists gave rise to a model
of sustained commitment including resilience, social bonds, skills building, and personal
growth. Eigner (2001) interviewed 16 environmental activists revealing dimensions of well-
being related to their activism such as stress compensation, efficacy, joy, and social contact.
Finally, using narrative interviews with eight New Zealand political activists, Harré, Tepavac
and Bullen (2009) revealed the role of integrity and efficacy in the ongoing commitment to
activism.

Again, there are limits to the conclusions raised by the studies described above. For
example, with the exceptions of Eigner’s (2001) and Harré and colleagues’ (2009) work, the
positive impact of activism on well-being was not the main focus of most of the research in

each study, meaning that the space dedicated to this specific aspect was limited.

Youth activism and well-being

Adolescence is an important developmental phase of life (Sherrod, 2006), a key stage
in developing personal identity (Marcia, 1980), moral character (Hart & Carlo, 2005), and
empathy (Eisenberg, Fabes, & Spinrad, 2007). A number of researchers have asked whether
being involved in activism could therefore have a distinct impact on the personal development
of teenagers (e.g., Ginwright, 2003; Kirshner, 2007).

In the academic literature the concept of youth activism most commonly appears within
youth civic engagement research (Ekman & Amna, 2012; Sullivan, Edwards, Johnson, &
McGillicuddy, 2003). There is disagreement on the definition of youth civic engagement
(Sherrod, 2007), but essentially it serves as an umbrella term for a variety of pro-social

behaviours such as volunteering, engaging with community groups, or involvement in



organisations fighting injustices (Flanagan & Levine, 2010). Activism is included in a number
of dominant models in the youth civic engagement field. Ekman & Amna’s (2012) typology
distinguishes between formal and extra-parliamentary forms of activism, whilst the
Innovations in Civic Participation model (UNICEF, 2008) includes advocacy and campaigning.

Research shows that youth civic engagement has many benefits, including positive
identity development (Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997), fulfilment (Sherrod, Flanagan, &
Youniss, 2002), self-efficacy (Kendrick, 1996), increased social connections (Dolan, 2010),
and enhanced communication skills (Tucker & McCarthy, 2001). A closer look reveals,
however, that there are two limits to youth civic engagement research; it typically either focuses
solely on service-giving activities such as volunteering, or fails to distinguish activism from
other forms of civic engagement (Watts & Flanagan, 2007; Yohalem & Martin, 2007). For
example, in Brady et al.’s (2012) review of 34 studies on the developmental benefits of civic
engagement, only three made explicit mention of “activism” (Flanagan & Levine, 2010;
Youniss, McLellan, Su, & Yates, 1999; Youniss & Yates, 1999), and of these, only one
considered activism as a form of civic engagement distinct from service-giving (Flanagan &
Levine, 2010). Most of the research examined in Brady et al.’s review did not mention activism
at all, instead focusing specifically on service activities (e.g., Pancer, Pratt, Hunsberger, &
Alisat, 2007; Youniss, McLellan, & Mazer, 2001).

These two limits to youth civic engagement research have been noted by some scholars.
Berger (2009) argued that the term “youth civic engagement” covers too many types of activity
and is “used to encompass all of these topics whilst clarifying none” (p. 335). Similarly,
Yohalem and Martin (2007) highlighted this lack of recognition of activism, as distinct from
other types of civic engagement, as a problem. The over-emphasis on service activities has also
been raised. Watts and Flanagan (2007) argued that youth civic engagement literature has

prioritised activities that maintain the status quo, such as community service or volunteering,



as opposed to those that challenge it, such as activism. Yohalem and Martin (2007) pointed out
that “theories of the past century have failed to capture the critical role that civic or ‘socio-
political’ activism plays in both youth and community development” (p. 807). Sherrod (2007)
argued that research has primarily focused on three areas (civic education, school activities,
and community service activities), none of which are necessarily likely to lead to an activist
orientation. In fact, activism is often seen in a negative light, specifically because it does
challenge the status quo (Eccles & Barber, 1999).

Nevertheless, there is a small body of studies which attempt to address the distinct
nature of youth activism’s impact on well-being. Pancer el al. (2007) distinguished between
“Activists” and “Helpers” in research on the characteristics of those who get involved in their
communities versus those who don’t. They found that both Activists and Helpers scored more
highly on identity development and emotional adjustment than those who were not involved.
However, the results were correlational, so it is not clear whether these positive effects were a
result or the cause of their involvement. In a qualitative study of 10 young people involved in
compulsory activism programmes addressing school injustices, Pearce and Larson (2006)
found that extrinsic motivation (to get school credits) developed into intrinsic motivation over
time, with enjoyment and excitement being key factors.

Larson and Hansen (2005) were able to explore how young people in a youth activist
programme developed agency and strategic thinking. However, these authors acknowledged
that their study used a small number of participants in one specific programme. It should also
be noted that this study used exactly the same programme, as Pearce and Larson’s (2006) study,
which further limits the generalisability of the findings. Finally, Harré (2007) examined how
being involved in youth activism and volunteering led to feelings of belonging, stimulation,
efficacy, and integrity. However, whilst Harré distinguished the experiences of activism and

volunteering in her introduction, the subsequent analysis failed to distinguish between the two,



so we are unable to understand whether the above benefits are equally valid across both

experiences.

Mental health activism and well-being

Since the first person mental health movement (the term “first person” combines the
more classical “consumers” and “survivors”) began to flourish in the 1970s (Tomes, 2006),
taking a separate path to the anti-psychiatry movement, a lot has been achieved in terms of
rights and dignity for mental health service users, but many other issues are still pending.
Several trends have had varying degrees of prominence in the history of the first person
movement. From the “survivors” and their attempt to abolish the psychiatric system, to the
“consumers” and their reform-oriented programme, like many movements against
discrimination the movement is made up of a heterogeneous group of people, concerned with
the stigma and discrimination suffered by those who receive a psychiatric diagnosis.

Besides fighting stigma and claiming rights and dignified treatment, mutual support or
aid groups and interventions developed by staff with their own mental health experiences are
features of many organized groups. From a horizontal collectivist? political stance, mutual aid
groups are spaces in which people who share various difficulties meet to try to overcome or
improve their situation. Although these groups avoid talking about “cases” or “samples”
(Sampietro, 2016), and mutual support is not considered an “intervention”—and therefore need

not be subject to evaluation or compared with treatments carried by professionals, following

2 According to Singelis, Triandis, Bhawuk, and Gelfand (1995): “Horizontal collectivism
includes perceiving the self as a part of the collective, but seeing all members of the collective
as the same; thus equality is stressed. Vertical individualism includes the conception of an

autonomous individual and acceptance of inequality” (p. 240)



the Evidence Based Medicine model—some studies have shown the effectiveness of these
activities in improving symptoms and fostering recovery (Pistrang, Barker, & Humphreys,
2008). Indeed, some experimental studies have demonstrated efficacy comparable to that of
professional interventions (Bright, Baker, & Neimeyer, 1999; Marmar, Horowitz, Weiss,
Wilner, & Kaltreider, 1988).

Interventions developed from the point of view of first-hand experiences are also taking
a leading role in the international arena. Although the Expert Patient programmes are more
close to psychoeducation than to empowerment (Nufio-Solinis, Rodriguez-Pereira, Pifiera-
Elorriaga, Zaballa-Gonzalez, & Bikandi-Irazabal, 2013), in countries like the United States,
Germany, and the United Kingdom, interventions carried out by other people with mental
health experience (usually referred as “peer support”) are widespread, ranging from orientation
in initial hospital admissions to recovery, social integration, and inclusive leisure programmes.
However, the results on the efficacy and effectiveness of these interventions are contradictory.
While a meta-analysis in the field of depression (Pfeiffer, Heisler, Piette, Rogers, & Valenstein,
2011) found equivalent efficacy to cognitive-behavioural therapy (nowadays considered the
gold standard for the treatment of depression; Churchill et al., 2010), another more recent meta-
analysis, including users with different diagnoses, questioned its effectiveness (Lloyd-Evans et
al., 2014).

As can be seen, the well-being of the members of first person mental health groups, and
the effects of their more or less horizontal collectivist approach to recovery, has occupied many
pages in major mental health journals. However, an issue that has so far gone more or less
unnoticed is whether participation in first person mental health associations in general increases
the psychosocial well-being of the activists, and even if it affects their recovery process. That
is, is there an effect on recovery of activities such as participation in meetings where

organizational issues are discussed, taking responsibility for management tasks, organizing



conferences and workshops, and the long list of other activities that take place within these
organizations? As we remarked above, activism in general has shown to have beneficial effects
on well-being (Klar & Kasser, 2009), even outperforming volunteerism (Gilster, 2012),
although if we drill a little deeper, we can see that being an activist can lead to both positive
and negative emotions being experienced. Positive emotions, such as identification or gratitude,
most often occur in relation to other members of the group, while their negative counterparts,
like anger and contempt, most often occur in relation to individuals and institutions that are the
target of advocacy activities (J. C. Becker, Tausch, & Wagner, 2011).

In the field of mental health activism, although there is a significant presence of people
who have had bad experiences with the mental health system and wish to band together to try
to change how things are done (Markowitz, 2015), the profile of the people involved is very
heterogeneous. Contrary to what it may seem, not all members of the movement feel the same
way about clinical psychology, psychiatry, and the use of psychotropic drugs. It is not just a
matter of “intensity” or “radicalism” (from those who want to abolish the whole system of
mental health care, to those who want to improve specific things), but also of focus. There are
groups devoted to leisure and artistic expression, while others engage in protest and/or
advocacy, and many combine different interests and concerns. But what is certainly a core
element of almost all organisations is the existence of support networks and social capital,
whose positive impact on well-being and mental health is well known (Kawachi, 2001).

One aspect to note is that in the context of meetings and decision-making spaces,
organizational tasks are often combined with an open approach sympathetic to the comments
about symptoms, adverse effects of medications, or conflicts with professionals. That is,
outside the context of mutual support groups, opportunities for supportive attitudes constantly
occur spontaneously. Of course, in the decision-making processes of any human organisation,

there are disagreements that can lead to frustrations. Although in principle frustration is
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considered a negative emotion, it is important to note that the experience of both positive and
negative emotions is important for global well-being (Lomas & Ivtzan, 2015). After recovery,
especially for people who have been subject to greater social isolation, these situations involve
getting in touch again with the good and bad of human relationships and be able to face them
with flexibility.

Although research on mental health activism is growing, and there are even well-known
scholars who have made public their experiences with distress, when it comes to measuring its
impact on well-being, as in the case of adolescents, research is scarce. However, there are a
few interesting and well-constructed studies. A great example is a study from the perspective
of health geography (Milligan et al., 2011), which took the autobiographical narratives of
activists as raw material to analyse how identity components intertwined with the evolution of
their “career” as activists in different countries. Other work has involved mental health activists
in the construction of measurement instruments in a participative fashion (Rogers, Chamberlin,

Ellison, & Crean, 1997; Rowe et al., 2012).

Final remarks

In this chapter, we have attempted to address some key theoretical and methodological
aspects of the study of the relation between activism and well-being, and to describe two
contexts we know well: youth and mental health activism. Exploring the impact of activism
(i.e., social participation and engagement) on well-being should be a key element in the
development of a critical positive psychology field. In the case of young people or neglected
collectives such as mental health service users, it should imply the creation of a process of
empowerment, taking on a committed attitude and thus an engaged research stance. Some
mainstream positive psychologists have performed interesting research on related topics such

as the political applications of the Dualistic Model of Passion (Vallerand et al., 2003) which
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can help in understanding the differences between activists exercising their activities
“harmoniously” and those who do so “obsessively”®. However, we believe that positive
psychology has some way to go from the aseptic study of these phenomena to an engaged

position with social change and justice.
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