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SCIENCE SP OTLIGHT

Six Insights to Support Adolescents’ 
Fundamental Need to Contribute to Others

Adolescence is an important time for contributing to others. During the developmental period between 
childhood and adulthood, we forge our sense of who we are and how we want to contribute to the world. 
Throughout our adolescent years, our physical, cognitive, and emotional capabilities mature in ways that 

allow us to contribute to our friends, family, schools, and broader community in deeper, more meaningful ways 
than when we were younger.

Opportunities to contribute, to reflect on the meaning of our contributions, and to have our contributions 
recognized can build our autonomy, agency, and identity and support our sense of purpose—the forward-
looking feeling that our lives are directed and significant. All of these are important to positive development 
during adolescence, helping us navigate adversity and set and achieve goals in ways that can impact us 
into adulthood.

BRAIN AND BEHAVIORAL DEVELOPMENT 
MAKES ADOLESCENCE A KEY PERIOD 
FOR CONTRIBUTION

One of the important developmental tasks of our 
adolescent years is learning who we are and how we 
can contribute to the world around us.1,2 Contribution 
becomes especially important during our adolescent 
years3—the beginning of puberty, around 9 or 10 
years old, initiates a series of interacting changes 
in our bodies, social lives, and within our brains 
that make us particularly sensitive to our social 
environments as we continue to build and refine our 
cognitive and social abilities.4 

During adolescence, our sensitivity to social 
interactions increases and combines with other 
developmental changes including a growing ability 
to consider the needs and perspectives of others,5 
motivation to explore and pursue new experiences,6 
and a new desire to create meaningful relationships7 
and feel respected by others.8 

NEURAL SYSTEMS UNDERLYING 
CONTRIBUTION

Research has highlighted a network of brain regions 
that support our emotional and social responses when 
we contribute to others. 

The ventral striatum, which is active in how we 
process rewards, matures relatively early in 
adolescence. High levels of activity in the ventral 

striatum are associated with greater tendency for 
contributing behavior and a heightened ability 
to understand the perspectives of others.9 The 
temporoparietal junction and the medial prefrontal 
cortex, which continue to develop into our early 
20s, are also involved in contributing to others, 
supporting cognitive functions such as memory and 
attention as well as sociability.10,11,12,13
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OPPORTUNITIES TO CONTRIBUTE 
DURING ADOLESCENCE SUPPORT 
PHYSICAL AND MENTAL WELL-
BEING WHILE STRENGTHENING OUR 
COMMUNITIES

Creating opportunities for adolescents to engage 
with and contribute to the broader community can 
help foster social and emotional skills, cultivate 
positive relationships, shape identity, promote civic 
engagement, and impact well-being across physical, 
cognitive, social, and emotional domains. 

Social and emotional development

Research suggests that contribution, service to 
others, and other prosocial activities play an 
important role in adolescents’ social and emotional 
development. Opportunities to contribute and to see 
contribution modeled by others can increase young 
people’s empathy and compassion, two essential 
skills for building positive and meaningful social 
relationships.14,15,16,17 Indeed, adolescents who engage in 
helping behaviors more frequently tend to have stronger 
relationships with their peers and are also more likely to 
be accepted and popular among their peers.18,19,20,21

Mental and physical health

Research has linked contributing in adolescence to 
lower rates of depression as well as to decreases in 
depressive symptoms over time. For example, one 
study found that young people tend to experience 
higher positive moods on days they engage in helping 
activities.22 Another study showed that an intervention 
that assigned youth to perform acts of kindness for 
others increased positive affect and decreased stress 
in adolescents who tend to be more altruistic.23 

Contributing may also support physical health. 
Volunteering and other forms of contribution have 
been linked to lower inflammatory markers, cholesterol 
levels, and body mass index24,25 and may reduce the 
negative effects of stress on health outcomes.26,27 

Adolescents with higher levels of depression 
show especially strong associations between 
prosocial (positive or helpful) behavior and 
positive mood,28 suggesting that interventions 
that support contributing might be especially 
effective for adolescents who are depressed. 
The positive impact of volunteering on 
adolescents’ depressive symptoms has even 
spurred experts to argue that volunteering 
should be incorporated into existing 
treatments for adolescent depression.29 

Social identity formation and belonging

Contributing within a community involves navigating 
new social environments and working with diverse 
groups of people towards a common goal. This process 

can help young people gain a deeper understanding 
of their role in society.30 Recognizing (and being 
recognized for) the impact of their actions on others 
can help young people feel a sense of purpose and 
self-efficacy, improve self-esteem, and boost a 
positive sense of identity.31,32,33 

Contribution can also help youth feel a sense of 
belonging and connectedness, increasing their 
motivation to improve society and enhancing 
their sense of civic responsibility.34,35 Research 
suggests that the skills young people learn from 
contributing support academic and career success, 
as contribution has been linked to better academic 
performance in adolescents.36,37 In addition, more 
civic engagement (including volunteering, voting, 
and activism) in adolescence is linked to higher 
income and education level in adulthood.38 
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Educational outcomes 

Incorporating contribution into classrooms 
and school curricula can help support positive 
development in adolescence. For example, a school-
based intervention for middle school students that 
provides activities, conversations, and lessons about 
prosocial behavior was shown to increase helping 
behavior and decrease aggression40 and increase 
students’ grades by the end of middle school.41 

An After-School Approach That  
Supports Adolescents’ Contributions  
to Their Community

An after-school program called Youth 
Empowerment Solutions (YES) was designed 
to promote middle school students’ positive 
behaviors despite institutional disadvantages 
(such as racism) they might have faced. The 
goals of the program included providing 
students with opportunities to learn about 
African history and African-American 
contributions to U.S. history, and to work 
to prevent youth violence and make other 
positive changes in their community. After 
completing the YES program, the young 
people involved were more likely to show 
helping behaviors toward others and 
less likely to engage in verbal or physical 
aggression. These benefits continued over 
the following year and were especially strong 
for Black youth, highlighting the potential 
for fostering positive youth development 
through programs that help youth develop 
confidence in themselves, think critically 
about their community, and become involved 
in community change efforts.39 

Policy and Program Insights

1  �Values Alignment: Contribution is most 
impactful when it aligns with a young person’s 
interests, values, and skills. Conversely, a 
mismatch between contributing activities and a 
young person’s interests, values, and skills may 
lead to stress and negative outcomes.42,43 

2  �Agency: Youth should have agency or a role 
in choosing the type of service, its parameters, 
and its evaluation.44,45,46,47,48 

3  �Impact: Adult facilitators should ensure that 
the project has a real impact, even if the impact 
is only on an individual person. Youth will 
discern if they are simply doing “busy work.”49 

4  �Reflection: To reap positive developmental 
impacts from service and attach meaning 
to the experience, youth should be given 
opportunities to reflect through discussion, 
journaling, or other outlets–either individually 
or with peers.50 

5  �Challenge: Youth develop a sense of efficacy 
through opportunities that challenge them to 
stretch themselves or otherwise extend some 
effort in attainable ways as they contribute 
to others.51 

6  �Connection: Social connections are important 
for adolescents and can encourage youth 
to contribute to others. Research has shown 
that adolescents’ (but not adults’) real-world 
helping is guided by their friends’ prosocial 
moral values.52 And when youth provide 
emotional support to their family, they are 
more likely to support their friends the next 
day, and vice versa.53 

http://stepsforyouth.com


STEPSFORYOUTH.COM 4

1	� Crone, E. A., & Dahl, R. E. (2012). Understanding 
adolescence as a period of social-affective 
engagement and goal flexibility. Nature Reviews 
Neuroscience. https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn3313

2	� Fuligni, A. J. (2019). The need to contribute 
during adolescence. Perspectives on 
Psychological Science, 14(3), 331–343. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691618805437

3	� Eisenberger, N. I. (2013). An empirical review 
of the neural underpinnings of receiving and 
giving social support: Implications for health. 
Psychosomatic Medicine, 75(6), 545–556. 
https://doi.org/10.1097/PSY.0b013e31829de2e7

4	� Blakemore, S. J., & Mills, K. L. (2014). Is adolescence a 
sensitive period for sociocultural processing?. Annual 
review of psychology, 65, 187–207. https://doi.
org/10.1146/annurev-psych-010213-115202

5	� Güroğlu, B., van den Bos, W., & Crone, E. A. 
(2014). Sharing and giving across adolescence: An 
experimental study examining the development of 
prosocial behavior. Frontiers in Psychology, 5. https://
www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00291

6	� Saragosa-Harris, N. M., Cohen, A. O., Reneau, T. R., 
Villano, W. J., Heller, A. S., & Hartley, C. A. (2022). 
Real-world exploration increases across adolescence 
and relates to affect, risk taking, and social 
connectivity. Psychological Science, 33(10), 1664–1679. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/09567976221102070

7	� Güroğlu, B. (2021). Adolescent brain in a social 
world: Unravelling the positive power of peers from 
a neurobehavioral perspective. European Journal 
of Developmental Psychology, 18(4), 471–493. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405629.2020.1813101

8	� Yeager, D. S., Dahl, R. E., & Dweck, C. S. (2018). 
Why interventions to influence adolescent 
behavior often fail but could succeed. Perspectives 
on Psychological Science, 13(1), 101–122. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691617722620

9	� Spaans, J. P., Peters, S., & Crone, E. A. (2020). 
Neural reward related-reactions to monetar 
gains for self and charity are associated with 
donating behavior in adolescence. Social Cognitive 
and Affective Neuroscience, 15(2), 151–163. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nsaa027

10	� Mills, K. L., Goddings, A.-L., Clasen, L. S., Giedd, J. N., 
& Blakemore, S.-J. (2014). The developmental mismatch 
in structural brain maturation during adolescence. 
Developmental Neuroscience, 36(3–4), 147–160. 
https://doi.org/10.1159/000362328

11	� Mills, K. L., Lalonde, F., Clasen, L. S., Giedd, J. 
N., & Blakemore, S.-J. (2014). Developmental 
changes in the structure of the social brain in 
late childhood and adolescence. Social Cognitive 
and Affective Neuroscience, 9(1), 123–131. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nss113

12	� Crone, E. A., Sweijen, S. W., Te Brinke, L. W., & 
Van De Groep, S. (2022). Pathways for engaging 
in prosocial behavior in adolescence. Advances 
in Child Development and Behavior, 63, 149–190. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.acdb.2022.03.003

13	� Crone, E. A., & Fuligni, A. J. (2020). 
Self and others in adolescence. Annual 
Review of Psychology, 71(1), 447–469. 
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-010419-050937

14	� Metzger, A., Alvis, L. M., Oosterhoff, B., Babskie, E., 
Syvertsen, A., & Wray-Lake, L. (2018). The intersection 
of emotional and sociocognitive competencies 
with civic engagement in middle childhood and 
adolescence. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 47(8), 
1663–1683. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-018-0842-5

15	� Ramey, H. L., Lawford, H. L., Pancer, S. M., Matsuba, 
M. K., & Pratt, M. W. (2022). Trajectories of youth’s 
helping from adolescence into adulthood: The 
importance of social relations and values. American 
Journal of Community Psychology, 69(1–2), 134–144. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajcp.12551

16	� Van Der Graaff, J., Carlo, G., Crocetti, E., Koot, H. M., 
& Branje, S. (2018). Prosocial behavior in adolescence: 
Gender differences in development and links with 
empathy. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 47(5), 
1086–1099. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-017-0786-1

17	� Wray-Lake, L., & Syvertsen, A. K. (2011). The developmental 
roots of social responsibility in childhood and adolescence. 
New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development, 
2011(134), 11–25. https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.308

18	� Juvonen, J., & Graham, S. (2014). Bullying in 
schools: The power of bullies and the plight of 
victims. Annual Review of Psychology, 65(1), 159–185. 
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-010213-115030

19	� Oberle, E., Ji, X. R., & Molyneux, T. M. (2023). Pathways 
from prosocial behaviour to emotional health and 
academic achievement in early adolescence. The 
Journal of Early Adolescence, 43(5), 632–653. https://
doi.org/10.1177/02724316221113349

20	� Wentzel, K. R., Filisetti, L., & Looney, L. (2007). 
Adolescent prosocial behavior: The role of self-
processes and contextual cues. Child Development. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.01039.x

ENDNOTES

http://stepsforyouth.com
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-010213-115202
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-010213-115202
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-017-0786-1


STEPSFORYOUTH.COM 5

21	� Xiong, Y., Chen, J., Yang, L., Guo, X., & Ren, P. 
(2023). Does being prosocial pay off? Testing positive 
developmental cascades of prosocial behavior, social 
preference, and subjective well-being in Chinese 
adolescents. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 52(9), 
1983–1994. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-023-01809-3

22	� Schacter, H. L., & Margolin, G. (2019). When it feels 
good to give: Depressive symptoms, daily prosocial 
behavior, and adolescent mood. Emotion, 19(5), 
923–927. https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0000494

23	� Tashjian, S. M., Rahal, D., Karan, M., Eisenberger, N., 
Galván, A., Cole, S. W., & Fuligni, A. J. (2021). Evidence 
from a randomized controlled trial that altruism 
moderates the effect of prosocial acts on adolescent 
well-being. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 50(1), 
29–43. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-020-01362-3

24	� Ballard, P. J., Hoyt, L. T., & Pachucki, M. C. (2019). 
Impacts of adolescent and young adult civic 
engagement on health and socioeconomic status 
in adulthood. Child Development, 90(4), 1138–1154. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12998

25	� Schreier, H. M. C., Schonert-Reichl, K. A., & Chen, 
E. (2013). Effect of volunteering on risk factors for 
cardiovascular disease in adolescents: A randomized 
controlled trial. JAMA Pediatrics, 167(4), 327. 
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2013.1100

26	� Griese, E. R., & Buhs, E. S. (2014). Prosocial behavior 
as a protective factor for children’s peer victimization. 
Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 43(7), 1052–1065. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-013-0046-y

27	� Raposa, E. B., Laws, H. B., & Ansell, E. B. (2016). 
Prosocial behavior mitigates the negative effects of 
stress in everyday life. Clinical Psychological Science, 
4(4), 691–698. https://doi.org/10.1177/2167702615611073

28	� Schacter, H. L., & Margolin, G. (2019). When it feels 
good to give: Depressive symptoms, daily prosocial 
behavior, and adolescent mood. Emotion, 19(5), 
923–927. https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0000494

29	� Ballard, P. J., Daniel, S. S., Anderson, G., Nicolotti, 
L., Caballero Quinones, E., Lee, M., & Koehler, A. N. 
(2021). Incorporating volunteering into treatment for 
depression among adolescents: Developmental and 
clinical considerations. Frontiers in Psychology, 12, 
642910. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.642910

30	� Fuligni, A. J. (2019). The need to contribute during 
adolescence. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 
14(3), 331–343. https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691618805437

31	� Martela, F., & Ryan, R. M. (2016). The benefits of 
benevolence: Basic psychological needs, beneficence, and 
the enhancement of well-being. Journal of Personality, 
84(6), 750–764. https://doi.org/10.1111/jopy.12215

32	� Padilla-Walker, L. M., Millett, M. A., & Memmott-Elison, 
M. K. (2020). Can helping others strengthen teens? 
Character strengths as mediators between prosocial 
behavior and adolescents’ internalizing symptoms. 
Journal of Adolescence, 79(1), 70–80. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2020.01.001

33	� Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2017). Self-Determination 
Theory: Basic Psychological Needs in Motivation, 
Development, and Wellness. Guilford Publications, New 
York, NY.

34	� Akiva, T., Carey, R. L., Cross, A. B., Delale-O’Connor, 
L., & Brown, M. R. (2017). Reasons youth engage in 
activism programs: Social justice or sanctuary? Journal 
of Applied Developmental Psychology, 53, 20–30. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2017.08.005

35	� Albanesi, C., Cicognani, E., & Zani, B. (2007). Sense 
of community, civic engagement and social well-
being in Italian adolescents. Journal of Community & 
Applied Social Psychology, 17(5), 387–406. https://doi.
org/10.1002/casp.903

36	� Armstrong-Carter, E., & Telzer, E. H. (2021). Family 
assistance spills over into prosocial behaviors toward 
friends and positive academic behaviors. Journal of 
Research on Adolescence, 31(4), 1188–1201. https://doi.
org/10.1111/jora.12629

37	� Kurtovic, A., Vrdoljak, G., & Hirnstein, M. 
(2021). Contribution to family, friends, 
school, and community is associated with 
fewer depression symptoms in adolescents—
mediated by self-regulation and academic 
performance. Frontiers in Psychology, 11, 615249. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.615249

38	� Ballard, P. J., Hoyt, L. T., & Pachucki, M. C. (2019). 
Impacts of adolescent and young adult civic 
engagement on health and socioeconomic status 
in adulthood. Child Development, 90(4), 1138–1154. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12998

39	� Thulin, E. J., Lee, D. B., Eisman, A. B., Reischl, T. 
M., Hutchison, P., Franzen, S., & Zimmerman, M. A. 
(2022). Longitudinal effects of Youth Empowerment 
Solutions: Preventing youth aggression and 
increasing prosocial behavior. American Journal 
of Community Psychology, 70(1–2), 75–88. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajcp.12577

40	� Caprara, G. V., Kanacri, B. P. L., Gerbino, M., Zuffianò, 
A., Alessandri, G., Vecchio, G., Caprara, E., Pastorelli, 
C., & Bridglall, B. (2014). Positive effects of promoting 
prosocial behavior in early adolescence: Evidence from 
a school-based intervention. International Journal of 
Behavioral Development, 38(4), 386–396. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0165025414531464

http://stepsforyouth.com


STEPSFORYOUTH.COM 6

41	� Caprara, G. V., Luengo Kanacri, B. P., Zuffianò, 
A., Gerbino, M., & Pastorelli, C. (2015). Why and 
how to promote adolescents’ prosocial behaviors: 
Direct, mediated and moderated effects of 
the CEPIDEA school-based program. Journal 
of Youth and Adolescence, 44(12), 2211–2229. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-015-0293-1

42	� Fuligni, A. J. (2019). The need to contribute 
during adolescence. Perspectives on 
Psychological Science, 14(3), 331–343. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1745691618805437

43	� Yeager, D. S., Dahl, R. E., & Dweck, C. S. (2018). 
Why interventions to influence adolescent 
behavior often fail but could succeed. Perspectives 
on Psychological Science, 13(1), 101–122. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691617722620

44	� Gagné, M. (2003). The role of autonomy support 
and autonomy orientation in prosocial behavior 
engagement. Motivation and Emotion, 27(3), 199–223. 
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1025007614869

45	� Martin, F. P., & Osgood, D. W. (1987). 
Autonomy as a source of pro-social influence 
among incarcerated adolescents. Journal 
of Applied Social Psychology, 17(2), 97–107. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1987.tb00303.x

46	� Rinner, M. T., Haller, E., Meyer, A. H., & Gloster, A. T. 
(2022). Is giving receiving? The influence of autonomy 
on the association between prosocial behavior and 
well-being. Journal of Contextual Behavioral Science, 
24, 120–125. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcbs.2022.03.011

47	� Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2017). Self-Determination 
Theory: Basic Psychological Needs in Motivation, 
Development, and Wellness. Guilford Publications, New 
York, NY.

48	� Weinstein, N., & Ryan, R. M. (2010). When helping 
helps: Autonomous motivation for prosocial behavior 
and its influence on well-being for the helper and 
recipient. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
98(2), 222–244. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0016984

49	� Eccles, J., & Gootman, J. A. (Eds.) (2002). Community 
Programs to Promote Youth Development. Committee 
on Community-level Programs for Youth. Washington: 
National Academy Press.

50	� Van Goethem, A., van Hoof. A., Orobio de Castro, B., 
Van Aken, M., & Hart, D. (2014). The Role of Reflection 
in the Effects of Community Service on Adolescent 
Development: A Meta-Analysis. Child Development, 
85(6), 2114-2130. https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
doi/10.1111/cdev.12274

51	� Eccles, J., & Gootman, J. A. (Eds.) (2002). Community 
Programs to Promote Youth Development. Committee 
on community-level programs for youth. Washington: 
National Academy Press.

52	� Ramey, H. L., Lawford, H. L., Pancer, S. M., Matsuba, 
M. K., & Pratt, M. W. (2022). Trajectories of youth’s 
helping from adolescence into adulthood: The 
importance of social relations and values. American 
Journal of Community Psychology, 69(1–2), 134–144. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajcp.12551

53	� Armstrong-Carter, E., & Telzer, E. H. (2021). Family 
assistance spills over into prosocial behaviors toward 
friends and positive academic behaviors. Journal 
of Research on Adolescence, 31(4), 1188–1201. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12629

http://stepsforyouth.com
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/authored-by/Goethem/Anne
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/authored-by/Hoof/Anne
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/authored-by/Orobio+de+Castro/Bram
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/authored-by/Van+Aken/Marcel
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/authored-by/Hart/Daniel

