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Abstract Empowerment and critical consciousness are

concepts with shared roots. Both are associated with

attempts at overcoming oppression and fostering human

development, community participation, and wellbeing.

Both concepts have been influential in theoretical accounts

and empirical studies of youth civic development. This is

particularly true in studies of young people’s involvement

and leadership in change efforts such as community orga-

nizing, activism, and social movements. The differences

between the concepts, however, are often difficult to dis-

cern, even for those conducting research informed by these

concepts. For instance, although critical consciousness

provides a greater relative emphasis on cognitive aspects of

civic development in contrast to empowerment’s accentu-

ation of emotional aspects, both have been theorized as

overarching conceptual frames spanning emotional and

cognitive aspects of civic development. In this article, we

examine these two kindred concepts and their associated

bodies of research literature. Our analysis identifies

opportunities for cross-fertilization between critical

consciousness and psychological empowerment that can

lead to more holistic understanding of youth civic

development.

Keywords Civic development � Critical consciousness �
Empowerment � Sociopolitical control � Sociopolitical
development

Introduction

Unequal systems and community conditions create com-

pounding advantages for some young people while creating

compounding disadvantages for others (Ginwright and

Cammarota 2002; Watts and Flanagan 2007). In educa-

tional systems, for example, scholars have traced legacies

of inequality to the contemporary era (Ladson-Billings

2006) in which Black and Brown students are dispropor-

tionately suspended, treated as threats, and forced out of

schools and into the criminal justice system (Fine and

Ruglis 2009). As young people become aware of such

systemic inequities, their identities, goals, moral and

political beliefs, feelings of agency or alienation, and civic

behaviors tend to unfold differently. How youth engage in

educational and community contexts shapes these devel-

opmental processes, as well. Scholars of youth civic

engagement, civic education, activism, and community

organizing have sought to understand and explain the

processes that enable some youth—particularly those liv-

ing in marginalized communities—to work toward social

justice and systems change while also enhancing their own

well-being (e.g., Kirshner and Ginwright 2012). A detailed

understanding of these processes holds promise since it
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would enable scholars and practitioners to more effectively

promote positive youth development while at the same

time working toward systems-level changes.

In discussions of these processes, empowerment and

critical consciousness are perhaps the two most frequently

utilized conceptual frameworks. The two are kindred

concepts and have roots in social movements, resistance to

oppression, and attempts at liberation. Across disciplines,

studies of youth civic engagement and civic development

continue to use both empowerment and critical con-

sciousness to frame and assess the attitudes, behaviors, and

cognitive processes that take place as young people engage

in attempts to achieve social change. Some studies rely

exclusively on one conceptual framework, while others use

the two interchangeably. Researchers will often note that

the two concepts are interrelated due to areas of overlap;

however, there are differences in emphasis and some sub-

stantive differences across the two frameworks. Up to this

point, there has not been a concerted attempt at delineating

the two concepts. The lack of such an effort leaves many

who study youth civic developmental processes struggling

to understand the similarities and differences between

critical consciousness and empowerment.

Clear delineation of these two concepts, as they have

been used in theory and empirical research, is the first of

our two goals in this article. To accomplish this, we first

present a brief review of critical consciousness—its con-

ceptual origins, applications to the study of youth and

adolescents, and the current state of empirical work that is

leading to a more detailed understanding of its dimensions

and relationships with other developmental processes.

Following this, we present a similar review of the research

literature on empowerment in youth civic development.

Reviewing both concepts allows us to compare and clarify

what their associated bodies of research literature have in

common, and where they have tended to diverge.

Our second goal is to leverage this side-by-side compar-

ison to identify opportunities for cross-fertilization between

these two branches of research literature. We contend that

each branch, through its distinct emphases and influences,

has developed insights and tools that could be productively

contemplated by scholars and practitioners in the other.

Accordingly, the final section of this article presents possi-

bilities for conceptual cross-fertilization—first from critical

consciousness to empowerment and then vice versa.

Critical Consciousness

The concept of critical consciousness (or conscientizaçāo)

originates in the writings and popular education of Paulo

Freire. While collaborating with illiterate and poor

Brazilians, Freire encouraged them to think critically about

political and social injustices maintained and sustained by

oppressive systems. Freire believed that a critical under-

standing of poverty, oppression, exploitation, history,

economics, and etc. was a precondition for poor people to

initiate positive change. By becoming more aware of social

and economic inequities and their causes, marginalized

Brazilians could more effectively resist oppressive systems

and insist on transforming their social and political con-

ditions (Freire 1974/2005). Freire describes critical con-

sciousness as consisting of both reflection and action

geared toward transformation of social systems and con-

ditions (Freire 1970/2002). It is a kind of critical literacy

that involves reading written words and reading the world

(Freire and Macedo 2013). Over the years, critical con-

sciousness has informed a number theoretical frameworks

and studies throughout the world in both the fields of

education (e.g., Cammarota and Fine 2010; Fisher 2007;

Souto-Manning 2010) and community psychology (e.g.,

Campbell and MacPhail 2002; Prilleltensky 2012; Varas-

Dı́az and Serrano-Garcı́a 2003).

A growing body of research is aimed at understanding

critical consciousness and the roles it plays in youth devel-

opment and civic engagement (Watts et al. 2011). Building

on Freire’swork, scholars have grounded the study of critical

consciousness in an acknowledgment of social injustices and

an analysis of oppression. Influential studies by Watts and

Abdul-Adil (1998) and Watts et al. (1999) viewed oppres-

sion as both a state and process that perpetuates the unequal

distribution of needed resources (asymmetry) that negatively

affects the quality of life of poor and disenfranchised com-

munities. In their studies of marginalized African American

youth, Watts and colleagues examined a programmatic

strategy for building political, historical, and social aware-

ness among young people to enhance what they term ‘‘so-

ciopolitical development’’—a holistic developmental

process incorporating critical consciousness and behaviors

oriented toward liberation.

Critical consciousness has frequently been examined in

schools and other educational contexts (e.g., Murray and

Milner 2015; O’Connor 1997; Ramos-Zayas 2003).

Notable findings include Diemer and Blustein’s (2006)

study of urban high school students, which found that

youth who had greater levels of critical consciousness also

had a better understanding of their career aspirations and

interests, were more committed to their future careers, and

to their current work that could lead toward their aspira-

tions for the future. Other studies have sought to under-

stand how critical consciousness can be fostered in

educational contexts. For example, Godfrey and Grayman

(2014) examined whether an open classroom climate

encouraged students to discuss inequities and injustices,

finding that open dialogue fostered skills that influenced

students’ critical consciousness development. Still other
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studies have examined the process of building critical

consciousness among teachers, hypothesizing that this is an

important pathway for development of critical conscious-

ness among students (e.g., Zion et al. 2015). Discussions of

political issues with parents and peers have also been found

to promote critical consciousness (Diemer 2012; Flanagan

2013).

Development of critical consciousness is a complex

process that involves changes in knowledge and perspec-

tives as well as behaviors. Accordingly, by examining

critical consciousness in disparate contexts, scholars have

identified three core components of the concept (Godfrey

and Grayman 2014; Watts et al. 2011): critical reflection,

political efficacy, and critical action. These components, it

is thought, are developed in stages of transitive con-

sciousness—from semi-intransitive consciousness to naı̈ve

transitive consciousness to critical transitive consciousness

(Freire 1974/2005; Leonard and McLaren 2002). As people

proceed through these stages, they are increasingly able to

connect their subjective experiences to community issues

and to make better judgments about how to advocate for

change. Next, we discuss each of the three core compo-

nents of critical consciousness.

Critical Reflection

Critical reflection refers to the ability to analyze inequities

and injustices connected to one’s social conditions. It

involves critical analysis of social, political, economic, and

race or gender-based inequities as well as an endorsement

of egalitarian social and political arrangements. Through

critical analysis, youth begin to process why their com-

munity has limited access to desirable resources and

opportunities. This process provides the pivotal connection

between their oppressed living conditions and how soci-

ety’s systems perpetuate these injustices. Therefore, critical

reflection is focused on the causal attributions for the dis-

parate conditions of people in contemporary society. An

individual with higher levels of critical reflection would,

for example, be less likely to ‘‘blame the victim’’ for cir-

cumstances perpetuated by oppressive systems, and would

be able to make the links between disparities between

groups and historical and contemporary forms of oppres-

sion. Studies of critical reflection have also emphasized

egalitarianism, or the endorsement of equitable position

among different groups in society. Critical reflection

therefore involves the recognition that inequality and

oppression are morally wrong and should be addressed.

Political Efficacy

Political efficacy is the sense that the individual or a col-

lective has the ability and capacity to change their political

and social conditions (Watts et al. 2011). Collective

political efficacy implies that there is a common purpose

and shared aspirations among people who feel confident

about the capacity of their group/community to change

social and political conditions (Watts and Flanagan 2007).

A sense of efficacy leads to a greater likelihood of effective

action in the social world (Watts et al. 1999).

Critical Action

Critical action occurs when individuals actively seek to

change their unjust conditions through policy reform,

practices, or programs. This may occur through actions

taken as part of the formal political system or engagement

in social justice activism (Watts et al. 2011). According to

Diemer et al. (2015), critical action encompasses a broad

array of participatory behavior from individual sociopolit-

ical actions (e.g., writing a letter to an elected official or

signing a petition) to participation in a variety of organi-

zational and social movement settings including clubs,

political parties, or protests.

Debates and Open Questions

Studies have identified positive relationships between these

three core components of critical consciousness (e.g.,

Godfrey and Grayman 2014; Hope and Jagers 2014).

Although most studies have considered critical reflection

and action as fundamental components of critical con-

sciousness, there is not universal agreement among schol-

ars about the bounds or dimensionality of the construct.

New measures are being developed and tested, and these

efforts are renegotiating conceptual contours. For instance,

Diemer et al. (2014) designed and tested a Critical Con-

sciousness Scale with critical reflection assessed according

to two dimensions—perceived inequality and egalitarian-

ism—and critical action assessed as sociopolitical partici-

pation. Meanwhile, other scholars (Thomas et al. 2014)

developed a Critical Consciousness Index, which measures

critical reflection using a more interpersonal (as opposed to

structural) emphasis, and assesses critical action as social

perspective taking. Notably, neither of these scales contain

a measure of political efficacy (Diemer et al. 2015),

although some recently developed scales do (McWhirter

and McWhirter 2015). Baker and Brookins (2014) devel-

oped a measure through mixed-methods research with

Salvadoran youth. Their sociopolitical awareness scale has

seven factors. Despite the momentum in measurement and

conceptualization, the field has not yet coalesced around a

common conceptual and measurement framework that

would allow specific comparisons of developmental pro-

cesses across diverse groups over time. Given the surge of

interest in the concept among developmental and
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community psychologists, educators, and political scien-

tists, this may be achieved in the near future.

Another debate in critical consciousness scholarship is

the exclusive focus on the developmental advances for

youth populations most negatively affected by oppression

and inequality. The extent to which critical consciousness

is also a relevant construct for less oppressed or more

privileged populations remains an open question (Diemer

et al. 2015). It may be that more privileged groups would

effectively be building critical consciousness concerning

the existence of oppression in society and its negative

effects, and less about their own oppression. For instance,

adults have collaborated with privileged youth and histor-

ically marginalized groups to interrogate schooling prac-

tices in the wake of the fiftieth anniversary of Brown v.

Board of Education, with a study reporting that white

student participants benefited from the opportunity to think

through their relationships to power, deconstruct privilege,

and challenge silence (Torre et al. 2008). While the

development of critical consciousness can be effective for

all youth, some studies have found that the beneficial

effects of critical consciousness on other developmental

outcomes are strongest among those directly experiencing

oppression (e.g., Diemer et al. 2010). Critical conscious-

ness may nevertheless be a process worth studying in

broader cross-sections of the public, particularly in light of

the growing recognition that oppression is not binary but

multi-dimensional and intersectional.

Empowerment

Empowerment has conceptual roots in social movements

for equality, peace, and justice (Rappaport 1981) as well as

in democratic theory, particularly in work by John Dewey

on democracy and education (Gonzalez 1991). In com-

munity psychological theory and research, empowerment

has been defined as ‘‘a group-based, participatory, devel-

opmental process through which marginalized or oppressed

individuals and groups gain greater control over their lives

and environments, acquire valued resources and basic

rights, and achieve important life goals and reduced soci-

etal marginalization’’ (Maton 2008, p. 5). Accordingly,

empowerment has been considered from an ecological

perspective with interrelated processes and outcomes

studied at a community level, at the level of organizations

and settings, and at the level of psychology (Zimmerman

2000). For example, at the level of organizations, Peterson

and Zimmerman (2004) synthesized research on the fea-

tures of settings within and between organizations that

have been observed to build social power and facilitate

empowering processes for participants. Some theoretical

contributions and empirical studies have helped to

illuminate empowerment at the community level (e.g., Fedi

et al. 2009; Laverack 2006), yet far more research has

focused on psychological empowerment.

Psychological empowerment should be distinguished

from individual empowerment. The distinction is that

individual notions of empowerment are missing clear links

to empowerment at other levels of analysis (i.e., group,

community). Psychological empowerment has been theo-

rized with these links clearly in mind (Zimmerman 1990)

and has been studied using data collection and analysis at

multiple levels (e.g., Peterson and Hughey 2002). Con-

ceptual frameworks for psychological empowerment and

empirical studies have identified behavioral, relational,

cognitive, and emotional components (Christens 2012;

Zimmerman 1995). Next, we examine each of these com-

ponents of psychological empowerment.

Behavioral Empowerment

The behavioral component of psychological empower-

ment—community participation—refers to actions taken to

exert influence and gain control in civic and community

contexts. As such, it is an expansion of the concept of

citizen participation. Citizen participation has been studied

as a narrower set of activities including voting and seeking

to influence policy debate through actions such as writing a

letter to the editor of a newspaper (Zimmerman and Rap-

paport 1988). Often referred to as community participa-

tion—and sometimes treated as a distinct variable (see

Peterson 2014)—the behavioral component of psycholog-

ical empowerment involves these types of activities as well

as a variety of forms of community and organizational

involvement. These typically include membership in

organizations, the number or times a person has partici-

pated in organizational activities, and attendance at com-

munity meetings (Speer and Peterson 2000). Among youth

and adolescents, the conceptual boundaries of community

participation have often expanded to encompass discus-

sions of social and political issues with peers, teachers,

family members, and others (Mahatmya and Lohman 2012;

Wray-Lake and Flanagan 2012) and engagement through

social media (Oser et al. 2013).

Emotional Empowerment

The emotional component of psychological empowerment

refers to the perception and feeling that one’s active par-

ticipation and involvement can influence societal and civic

decision-making. The emotional component has been

conceptualized and measured as sociopolitical control—a

sense of self-efficacy (Bandura 1982) and motivation to

control one’s environment (De Charms 1968) that is

specific to the sociopolitical domain. Sociopolitical control
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has been conceptualized and operationalized with two

dimensions or factors: (1) leadership competence and (2)

policy control (Zimmerman and Zahniser 1991). Leader-

ship competence refers to the skills and confidence nec-

essary for acting as a leader in organizational and

community contexts. Policy control involves perceptions

that one is capable of influencing decisions in these con-

texts. Recent studies have found support for this two-factor

structure in populations of adolescents in the U.S. (Peterson

et al. 2011), Italy (Vieno et al. 2014), and Malaysia

(Christens et al. 2016).

Cognitive Empowerment

The cognitive component of psychological empowerment

involves an awareness of the forces that shape policies and

systems and the critical and strategic understanding of how

to make changes in these systems. Zimmerman (1995)

specifies the elements of the cognitive component of psy-

chological empowerment as encompassing the commit-

ment to collective interests, leadership and decision-

making skills, and knowledge of different options for social

and civic action. Drawing on interdisciplinary research on

power and social change processes, community psycho-

logical research has assessed the cognitive component

according to three dimensions: knowledge of (1) the source

of social power, (2) the nature of social power, and (3) the

instruments of social power (Speer 2000; Speer and

Peterson 2000).

First, the understanding that an individual person is

unlikely to make social, policy, or systems change oper-

ating alone is the core of what is referred to as knowledge

of the source of social power. It is a core tenet of grassroots

community organizing and social movement organizations,

for instance, that in order to make change, a group rather

than an individual must take and sustain action (Poletta

2002). Second, the understanding that sustained change

efforts are likely to provoke conflict is what is referred to as

knowledge of the nature of social power. This aspect of the

cognitive component of psychological empowerment

emphasizes readiness to deal with conflict in the likely

event that it arises, particularly as elite or other vested

interests are often threatened by proposed changes (Alinsky

1971). Third, understanding the ways that entities and

actors use social power to shape processes and achieve

desired outcomes constitutes knowledge of the instruments

of social power (Gaventa 1980; Lukes 1974).

Relational Empowerment

Recent work has explored the concept of a relational

component of psychological empowerment. Qualitative

studies of youth empowerment have emphasized the roles

that relationships and relational capacities play in psy-

chological empowerment processes (e.g., Russell et al.

2009). Considering findings like these alongside relational

theories on leadership (e.g., Ospina and Foldy 2010) and

efforts to infuse psychology, often an individualistic dis-

cipline, with a greater emphasis on relationships (e.g.,

Gergen 2009), Christens (2012) suggested that a relational

component of psychological empowerment might include

dimensions such as facilitating others’ empowerment,

bridging social divisions, collaborative competence, net-

work mobilization, and passing along a legacy of

empowerment to others. Some scholars have applied this

framework for relational empowerment in empirical

research. For instance, Langhout et al. (2014) conducted a

mixed-methods study of empowerment processes among a

group of elementary school students involved in youth

participatory action research through an afterschool pro-

gram, finding each of the dimensions of relational

empowerment reflected in students’ experiences.

Debates and Open Questions

Research on psychological empowerment is continually

being shaped by new findings and conceptual debates. For

example, a recent article by Peterson (2014) calls into

question the way that empowerment has been specified

using a super-ordinate conceptual model, or one in which

the components (i.e., cognitive, emotional, etc.) are thought

to be manifestations of a higher-order construct. Instead,

Peterson suggests an aggregate concept of empowerment

that is formed by multiple dimensions, some of which may

themselves have either formative or reflective measure-

ment frameworks. Peterson (2014) also notes that many

researchers treat the behavioral component of psychologi-

cal empowerment as a separate variable that is distinct

from psychological empowerment.

This debate about the overarching conceptual model for

psychological empowerment of course has implications for

measurement. Some components of psychological

empowerment have associated measures that have been

widely used and adapted for specific populations. For

example, the sociopolitical control scale for youth (Peter-

son et al. 2011) is being rapidly adapted for use in multiple

countries. Although sociopolitical control can likely be

considered as a reflective latent construct, it may be simply

one of many indicators of an overarching concept of psy-

chological empowerment (Peterson 2014). Measurement of

the cognitive component has thus far taken place primarily

among adults. When it has been measured among young

people, it has tended to be measured in specific domains

(e.g., tobacco control efforts: Holden et al. 2005), although

efforts are underway develop more generalized measures

of the cognitive component of psychological empowerment
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among young people (Ozer and Schotland 2011; Speer and

Christens 2013). Studies of the relational component of

psychological empowerment among young people have

thus far been exploratory rather than confirmatory (e.g.,

Langhout et al. 2014; Russell et al. 2009). Finally, the

behavioral component has been measured in a variety of

ways from extracurricular participation to civic action to

conversations with parents and peers. Future research on

the behavioral component could benefit from more speci-

ficity about which types behaviors are most important to

assess in a psychological empowerment framework.

Another example of an ongoing debate involves

attempts to achieve greater conceptual clarity on the con-

nections between empowerment, power, and social justice

(e.g., Cattaneo et al. 2014). Many have noted that the term

is used in individualistic ways that ignore the interrelat-

edness of social context. Furthermore, scholars have

questioned notions of empowerment that dilute and ignore

the centrality of oppression, liberation, and power (Chris-

tens 2013; Woodall et al. 2012). We return to this impor-

tant issue later in this article.

Making the Connection: Empowerment
and Critical Consciousness

Psychological empowerment and critical consciousness

have some notable similarities. First their conceptual

superstructures both have components that address cogni-

tive, emotional, and behavioral dynamics. Furthermore, the

content of the components themselves is, in many cases,

similar. For example, the critical action component of

critical consciousness and the behavioral component of

psychological empowerment (community participation) are

conceptually very similar. Both include actions taken

within the formal political system, and also account for

actions taken outside of formal political structures, such as

activism, participation in community organizations, and

participation in protests.

There is, however, a difference in emphasis between

behavioral empowerment and critical action. Critical action

has been described by theorists in ways that make very

clear that the actions it encompasses are those specifically

oriented toward changing unjust systems and policies. The

behavioral component of psychological empowerment, in

contrast, has been theorized in broader terms. It has been

applied in a variety of contexts, some of which have been

conspicuously oriented toward social and political change

and some of which have not (Maton 2008). This conceptual

and practical breadth has led to widespread confusion

concerning which actions can be considered as part of

empowerment processes and which should be considered

as more general forms of pro-social action and community

or organizational engagement (Cattaneo et al. 2014). Thus,

although the substantive differences are slight, there is an

important difference in the relative emphases of the

behavioral or action orientations of the two constructs.

The political efficacy component of critical conscious-

ness and the emotional component of psychological

empowerment likewise share conceptual terrain. In fact,

the same measure for sociopolitical control (Zimmerman

and Zahniser 1991) that has been adapted for use in studies

of the emotional component of youth psychological

empowerment (e.g., Peterson et al. 2011) has been adapted

for measuring political efficacy in studies of critical con-

sciousness (e.g., Diemer and Li 2011). The differences

between political efficacy in a critical consciousness

framework and sociopolitical control in a psychological

empowerment framework have less to do with the content

of the components themselves with the priority placed on

them within their respective frameworks. Simply put,

sociopolitical control has assumed a very central role in

studies of psychological empowerment, but is a more

marginal consideration in studies of critical consciousness.

Nearly every study of psychological empowerment has

included sociopolitical control, often to the exclusion of

other components such as the cognitive component. This

clearly signals the centrality of this emotional component

to the notion of psychological empowerment. In contrast,

two of the most recently developed measurement frame-

works for critical consciousness have not included a

component for political efficacy (Diemer et al. 2014;

Thomas et al. 2014), signaling that this is a less important

piece of the overarching construct.

The reverse is true when we consider the cognitive

dimensions of critical consciousness and psychological

empowerment. As might be assumed based simply on the

connotation of the name ‘‘critical consciousness’’, cogni-

tive aspects—typically linked to the concept of critical

reflection—have been assessed in nearly all studies on the

topic. In contrast, studies of psychological empowerment

have given far less attention to the cognitive component

relative to the emotional component. The cognitive com-

ponent has not featured prominently in much of the

research literature despite it being included in the major

definitional works on psychological empowerment (e.g.,

Zimmerman 1995, 2000) and the existence of validated

measures for assessing the cognitive component (Speer

2000; Speer and Peterson 2000). This difference in

emphasis has been so pronounced that newcomers to the

literature could be forgiven for assuming that, as their

names connote, empowerment is more about emotion,

while critical consciousness is more about cognition.

The differences between critical reflection and the

cognitive component of psychological empowerment go

beyond the relative priority placed on them in their

20 Adolescent Res Rev (2016) 1:15–27
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respective conceptual frameworks. Critical reflection tar-

gets causal attributions about social issues and people’s

normative value judgments about sociopolitical systems,

whereas the cognitive component of psychological

empowerment targets understanding of the ways that power

can be used to contest these systems, and how it can be

used to suppress contestation in order to preserve the status

quo. Critical reflection addresses the cognitive shifts that

occur as one recognizes the roles that power and domi-

nance play in creating and maintaining systematic dispar-

ities between groups, and the moral/value judgments about

the unfairness of such an arrangement, including the

importance of changing it. The cognitive component of

psychological empowerment addresses the gains in

understanding that must occur for people who would like to

make sociopolitical changes to operate as powerful actors

in that arena. The two types of cognitive development are

thus closely theoretically interlinked, yet, at the same time,

almost entirely substantively distinct.

To summarize the component-level comparison of the

two constructs, the behavioral component of psychological

empowerment and the critical action component of critical

consciousness are similar, although critical action has been

more narrowly applied to contexts associated with social

and political change. The emotional component of psy-

chological empowerment and the political efficacy com-

ponent of critical consciousness are nearly identical in

substance, but this component has been emphasized to a far

greater degree in the psychological empowerment litera-

ture. The cognitive component has been emphasized to a

greater degree in the critical consciousness literature, and

the two bodies of literature seek to understand and promote

different types of knowledge. Finally, although qualitative

studies of critical consciousness have emphasized the

importance of relationships for the development of critical

consciousness, there has not been as much discussion about

how relationships operate in the critical consciousness

framework as there have with discussions of relational

empowerment. More broadly, psychological empowerment

has been explicitly linked to organizational empowerment

and community empowerment in a multi-level ecological

framework, and this is not the case for critical

consciousness.

Discussion (Cross-Fertilization)

Having examined the similarities and differences between

critical consciousness and psychological empowerment, we

turn now to a discussion of the possibilities for conceptual

cross-pollination—first from critical consciousness to

empowerment and then vice versa. Although we do see

possibilities for future use of the two concepts in tandem,

our intent with this discussion is not to merge the two

concepts or to have one subsume the other. Due to the

differences in substance and emphasis outlined above, we

see benefits to the two remaining theoretically related but

distinct concepts. Our goal, rather, is to provide those

interested in both empowerment and critical consciousness

with a sense of some of the ways they might productively

leverage the scholarship of the other concept.

From Critical Consciousness to Empowerment

As discussed, empowerment and critical consciousness

share roots in efforts to contest oppression. In the critical

consciousness literature, unlike much of the empowerment

literature, the connection to these roots is strong. It is clear

that critical consciousness is oriented toward liberation

from various forms of oppression. In the U.S., much of the

scholarship on critical consciousness has focused on efforts

to address race-based oppression and actions to contest

other forms of identity-based oppression (Moane 2010).

With its strong grounding in the legacy of Freire and other

critical and liberation-oriented scholars in the Majority

World (e.g., Martı́n-Baró, see Varas-Dı́az and Serrano-

Garcı́a 2003), critical consciousness and the associated

concept of sociopolitical development are clearly con-

cerned with social change and social justice (Watts and

Serrano-Garcı́a 2003). Critical consciousness is therefore

not easily confused with ameliorative approaches to social

issues that ignore their systemic nature or the roles that

power plays in maintaining them (Prilleltensky 2008).

Empowerment’s relationship to social issues, oppres-

sion, and liberation has tended to be more ambiguous.

Several recent critiques of empowerment-oriented schol-

arship and practice make this very point. For example,

Woodall et al. (2012) argue that the connections between

empowerment and social justice in the field of health

promotion ‘‘have been at best diluted and at worst lost’’ (p.

743). They cite overly individualistic uses of the term,

differences in definitions of the term, and the perception

that empowerment is a Eurocentric term, perhaps in part

because of its prominent use in initiatives like the World

Health Organization’s European Healthy Cities program

(Tsouros 2009). The widespread dilutions of the term lead

these authors and others (e.g., Cattaneo et al. 2014) to ask

whether empowerment has lost its power.

For scholars and practitioners of empowerment, critical

consciousness therefore offers several possible points of

leverage. First, those concerned with the terminological

dilution and definitional issues in the empowerment liter-

ature could use critical consciousness either as an alterna-

tive framework or as a complement to empowerment in

order to clarify the links to liberation from oppression and

social justice. Alternatively, critical consciousness could

Adolescent Res Rev (2016) 1:15–27 21

123



offer empowerment theorists a model for strengthening ties

between contemporary uses of empowerment and the

term’s emancipatory roots. One way that critical con-

sciousness has kept these links strong has been to empha-

size the cognitive aspects of sociopolitical development

and their relationship to societal injustices. We argue that a

greater emphasis on the cognitive component is also a

promising direction for contending with the dilution and

misuse of empowerment.

The cognitive component of psychological empower-

ment, however, differs substantively from the critical

reflection component of critical consciousness. The content

of the critical reflection component—specifically its

emphasis on causal attributions for social issues, the

importance of understanding historical context, and value

judgments—represent another area of possible cross-fer-

tilization from critical consciousness to empowerment. In

most cases, the measures for psychological empowerment,

including measures of the cognitive component, have been

relatively value-neutral. As long as people are taking action

in community and organizational contexts, growing in their

self-perceptions of leadership and policy control, and in

their understanding of power in social and political sys-

tems, they could be found to be increasing in psychological

empowerment regardless of the nature of their engagement

in the sociopolitical arena. The most commonly used

measures of psychological empowerment are ideologically

neutral. To make this point in a more extreme way, there

would be little to prevent the application of a psychological

empowerment framework to the study of organizations

working to preserve or enhance oppressive structures (e.g.,

a white supremacist organization) other than the insistence

of scholars that the framework was intended for different

uses.

The content of the critical reflection component there-

fore offers empowerment researchers and practitioners a

possible complement or alternative. For instance, as stud-

ied by Diemer et al. (2014), the first dimension of critical

reflection involves an understanding of the structural

‘‘root’’ causes of systemic inequities, as well as their his-

torical context. This builds the ideological foundation for

links between the critical reflection component of critical

consciousness and a social justice orientation. The second

dimension, egalitarianism, involves moral/value judgments

about the unfairness of contemporary oppressive relations

between groups. Thus, unlike most measures of compo-

nents of psychological empowerment, it is clear that the

assessment of critical reflection is detecting cognitive gains

specifically associated with the worldviews of those who

take action for liberation from oppression. For these rea-

sons, we urge empowerment theorists and practitioners,

particularly those seeking to address the weakened links

between empowerment and critical/transformative praxis

to carefully consider how the critical reflection component

of critical consciousness might relate to theories of psy-

chological empowerment.

From Empowerment to Critical Consciousness

When comparing psychological empowerment and critical

consciousness, one difference that is immediately apparent

is that psychological empowerment has been conceptual-

ized as one level of a multi-level, ecological framework. In

empowerment theory, these levels (psychological, organi-

zational, community) are held to be inextricable (Rappa-

port 1981; Zimmerman 2000), and research has examined

the relationships between, for instance, empowerment and

sense of community at an organizational level and

empowerment at the psychological level (e.g., Peterson and

Hughey 2002). This ecological orientation is not univer-

sally understood by those invoking ‘‘empowerment’’ in

research or practice, and many of the uses of the term that

have been critiqued as having ‘‘lost their power’’ are those

that have ignored the ecology of empowerment in favor of

an individualistic approach. Yet, for those who have

grounded empowerment approaches in an ecological

framework, it has emphasized contextual and extra-indi-

vidual considerations, which could benefit the study of

critical consciousness. Work on sociopolitical development

(e.g., Watts et al. 2003) has been more ecologically ori-

ented, and a more thoroughly ecological orientation has

been noted as a promising future direction for critical

consciousness more broadly (Watts et al. 2011).

A second difference between the two concepts that

offers an opportunity for cross-fertilization concerns the

hypothesized causal relationships between the components

of each concept. Early works typically did not specify

directional relations between components of psychological

empowerment, and subsequent studies have begun to

examine these relationships between components empiri-

cally. For example, a longitudinal study by Christens et al.

(2011) tested predictive paths between the behavioral and

emotional components, finding that behavior was a better

predictor of future emotion than the reverse. This finding

contrasts the hypothesized theoretical model of sociopo-

litical development in which cognition and emotion are

held to precede behavior. Although some scholars have

acknowledged that it is possible for participatory behaviors

to influence cognition, a central tenet of theory on critical

consciousness is that critical reflection and perceptions of

political efficacy lead to greater likelihood of taking critical

action. Perhaps because of its ecological orientation,

scholarship on empowerment has often emphasized the

primacy of context rather than changes that occur first

within the individual that then translate into alterations in

their behaviors. Investigating these different hypothesized
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pathways between components is an important future

direction in scholarship for both critical consciousness and

psychological empowerment; however, critical conscious-

ness theorists in particular should not ignore the possibil-

ities for socialization to occur through participation in

critical action that might lead to subsequent gains in critical

reflection and political efficacy. In fact, more reciprocal

models or those that emphasize socialization are more

compatible with Freire’s descriptions of praxis.

Studies of psychological empowerment have also

detected differences in the relationships between compo-

nents across demographic groups, for instance according

to race or socioeconomic status (e.g., Christens et al.

2011; Peterson et al. 2002). This raises an important issue

for consideration in studies of critical consciousness,

which have tended to focus specifically and often exclu-

sively on marginalized populations. Although studies have

identified critical consciousness as a stronger element of

positive youth development among more marginalized

youth than among more privileged youth (e.g., Diemer

et al. 2010), this should not necessarily preclude the study

of critical consciousness among more privileged youth. In

fact, more detailed understanding of differences in the

sociopolitical development processes among different

groups of youth (i.e., according to social class, race,

ethnicity, nationality, gender, sexual orientation) could

yield some of the most important insights for practice and

community action.

Finally, just as there are opportunities for studies of

empowerment to leverage the content of the critical

reflection component of critical consciousness, the

cognitive component of psychological empowerment rep-

resents an area of potential opportunity for a more holistic

understanding of sociopolitical development and critical

consciousness. The cognitive component of psychological

empowerment places an emphasis on understanding of

strategic uses of power to bring about change. Without

such understanding among participants and leaders, actions

oriented toward social justice are unlikely to succeed. As it

stands, critical consciousness is concerned primarily with

the cognitive shifts that would motivate someone to take

action for social justice causes in the first place. It does not

address the critical skills and perspectives that they will

need to learn in order for their actions to be effective. This

is an important consideration for critical consciousness

because ineffective action is common in social change

efforts and often leads, over time, to alienation and burnout

among participants (Christens et al. 2013). The cognitive

component of psychological empowerment therefore offers

a possible complement or alternative to critical reflection,

depending on the context in which they are being applied.

The relationships between the two cognitive processes over

time and among different populations and contexts should

also be a priority for scholars seeking to understand and

promote both empowerment and critical consciousness.

Conclusion

The concepts of critical consciousness and empowerment

overlap in several areas, but they also have important dif-

ferences. Some of the differences are matters of emphasis,

Critical
Consciousness

Psychological
Empowerment

Civic/ Critical Action
Studies of empowerment should

distinguish between forms of civic 
behavior

Studies of critical consciousness should
examine socialization through critical action

Studies of empowerment should 
not hinge exclusively sociopolitical control

More studies of critical consciousness

Cognitive Component
More studies of

empowerment should
include cognition, and 

ensure concept is 
addressing oppression 

and liberation

Studies of empowerment

explicit emphasis on 
inequality and social

justice

More studies of critical
consciousness should
assess understanding
of how power operates

in efforts to make
change

Studies of critical 

from more attention to
ecological/ relational

context

Fig. 1 Recommendations for

conceptual cross-fertilization

between critical consciousness

and psychological

empowerment
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or they concern the relative importance of certain compo-

nents to the overarching concepts. Other differences are

substantive; in particular, the cognitive component of

psychological empowerment and the critical reflection

component of critical consciousness address theoretically

related but different types of knowledge. In this article, we

examined the similarities and differences between these

two concepts in detail. The differences we have highlighted

between critical consciousness and empowerment create

opportunities for scholars to more deliberately link the two

concepts in empirical research. It is also possible to borrow

ideas from one framework and apply them in studies of the

other. This article has elaborated on some of these oppor-

tunities (summarized in Fig. 1), but there are others to

explore.

Understanding social and political systems and the ways

that one can be involved in them is an important progres-

sion in youth and adolescent development (Flanagan and

Christens 2011; Larson 2011). Critical consciousness and

empowerment are two of the most prominent conceptual

frameworks for understanding civic development and

engagement among youth involved in change efforts.

Research has found that civic engagement and sociopolit-

ical control are positively related to developmental out-

comes such as social capital and social trust (Flanagan

et al. 2015; Wray-Lake and Flanagan 2012), and negatively

related to risk behaviors and psychological symptoms

(Christens and Peterson 2012; Denault and Poulin 2009;

Zimmerman et al. 1999). These findings demonstrate that

civic behaviors and the perception that one is capable of

making a difference are important indicators of positive

youth development.

On the whole, there has been less empirical research

focused on the cognitive aspects of youth civic develop-

ment. Empirical research on understanding inequities and

the nature of social power has been focused relatively

narrowly on particular issues or domains and has not yet

been sufficiently linked with other developmental pro-

cesses. There have been promising findings linking critical

consciousness to educational and career aspirations (Die-

mer 2009; Diemer and Blustein 2006), yet more research is

needed to fully understand the developmental implications

of critical awareness of social issues, social justice, and

social power (Torney-Purta and Barber 2011). Although

there are documented benefits, studies of educational pro-

grams and youth organizing initiatives suggest that these

relationships can be complex (Cammarota 2011; Kirshner

and Ginwright 2012; Rogers et al. 2007)—for instance, it

can be alienating to achieve greater understanding of sys-

tems that perpetuate societal injustices. Yet, greater

awareness of these issues is part of meaningful engagement

in the civic arena, and it can have developmental benefits

as well, particularly for young people who are part of

marginalized groups.

This article’s goal has been to contribute to clarity in

what is sometimes a muddled conceptual terrain.

Empowerment and critical consciousness are two of the

most promising frameworks for understanding the

dynamics and contexts of youth civic development. Studies

of both of these concepts have the potential to reveal

insights into the ways that civic action and reflection shape

young people’s developmental trajectories. They also both

seek to account for the fact that the contemporary world is

replete with social, political, and economic injustices. They

both draw attention to the fact that positive youth devel-

opment is not only successful adaptation to institutional

and community life in the world as we find it at present, but

also the capacity to critically analyze social issues, identify

unjust arrangements, and take actions to strengthen social

justice. Understanding the developmental dynamics of

empowerment and critical consciousness should therefore

be a priority for the multiple disciplines and fields of

practice interested in promoting positive youth develop-

ment. We hope that greater clarity about the contours of

these two kindred concepts will help to advance the

scholarship and practice of youth civic and sociopolitical

development.
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