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to youth development (Heberle et al., 2020). Critical con-
sciousness is a process through which individuals develop 
their analysis of structural oppressions and build agency 
to enact change to transform oppressive systems (Diemer 
et al., 2020; Freire, 1973). For youth experiencing soci-
etal marginalization, critical consciousness has important 
implications for multiple developmental domains includ-
ing education (Seider & Graves, 2020) and career devel-
opment (Uriostegui et al., 2021). Yet, the effects of critical 
consciousness for youth’s wellbeing are unclear (Heberle 
et al., 2020). Wellbeing includes one’s mental, socioemo-
tional, and physical health (Saylor, 2004). Critical con-
sciousness’s relationship to wellbeing may be determined 
by a complex confluence of factors including context (Hope 
et al., 2018), experiences across marginalizing systems 
(Fine et al., 2018), and developmental period (Tyler et al., 
2020). Clarifying the links between critical consciousness 
and wellbeing across contexts, marginalizing systems, and 
developmental periods will help researchers and practitio-
ners better understand how youth’s wellbeing is affected as 
they undergo the important work of critical consciousness 

Introduction

Critical consciousness has been an increasing focus of 
research over the past two decades, particularly in relation 
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Abstract
Youth experiencing systemic oppression(s) face heightened challenges to wellbeing. Critical consciousness, comprised of 
reflection, motivation, and action against oppression, may protect wellbeing. Wellbeing here refers to mental, socioemo-
tional, and physical health. The aim of this systematic review was to synthesize research on the relationship between criti-
cal consciousness and wellbeing among adolescents and young adults (ages 12–29). Five databases (PsycInfo, PsychAr-
ticles, ERIC, Sociological Abstracts, and PubMed) were searched systematically using keyword searches and inclusion/
exclusion criteria; 29 eligible studies were included. Results demonstrated that the critical consciousness and wellbeing 
relationship varied by critical consciousness dimension and age. The studies of adolescents most often focused on racial/
ethnic marginalization and found critical motivation most strongly associated with better wellbeing. The studies of young 
adults focused on young adult college students and identified mixed results specifically between activism and mental 
health. Study methods across age spans were primarily quantitative and cross-sectional. Research on critical conscious-
ness and wellbeing can benefit from studies that consider multiple critical consciousness dimensions, use longitudinal 
approaches, and include youth experiencing multiple and intersecting systems of privilege and marginalization.
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Watts et al., 2003). Meanwhile, system justification theory 
suggests that individuals are motivated to support current 
social systems because they exist (Jost & Banaji, 1994). The 
theory only speaks directly to the critical reflection dimen-
sion of critical consciousness, and argues that people may 
ignore parts of the system that are not fair or good, even at 
the expense of their personal or group’s interest. Youth who 
demonstrate system justification tend to ignore, deny, or 
justify extant oppressive conditions (Godfrey et al., 2019b), 
and therefore may be considered low on critical reflection. 
Including cognitive empowerment and low system justifica-
tion beliefs into the conceptualization of critical reflection 
can lead to a more robust investigation of links from critical 
reflection to wellbeing.

Critical motivation is known by many names, and was 
originally termed agency and later efficacy in an sociopoliti-
cal development framework, with these constructs aimed at 
understanding competence to challenge inequalities (Watts 
et al., 2011; Watts & Gusseous, 2006). Critical motivation 
can also be considered as a component of psychological 
empowerment theory, which conceives the dimension of 
emotional empowerment as competence, motivation, and 
sociopolitical control for changemaking, and also includes a 
dimension of relational empowerment that captures collec-
tive competence and collaborative mobilization for change-
making (Christens et al., 2016). The terminology of critical 
motivation has been adopted more recently to more broadly 
encompass individuals’ perceived abilities to advance 
equity and justice, either individually or collectively, and 
desires and commitments to make such change (Rapa et al., 
2020). This broader conceptualization of critical motivation 
is advantageous for understanding links to wellbeing, due to 
its inclusion of various motivations for challenging oppres-
sion that go beyond personal competence and include col-
lective agency as well as values, goals, and hopes.

Within an sociopolitical development theory framework, 
critical action, or behaviors that challenge inequalities and 
oppressive systems, was originally described as societal 
involvement to encompass many different ways that youth 
participate in civic action (Watts et al., 2003), and more 
recently has been termed sociopolitical action, with schol-
ars recognizing that the conceptualization and measurement 
of these actions vary (Watts & Hipólito-Delgado, 2015). 
Psychological empowerment theory conceptualizes action 
as behavioral empowerment, and casts a net that includes 
community, organization, and political participation but 
also other behaviors to cope with the circumstances of mar-
ginalization (Christens et al., 2016). In the literature, criti-
cal action is most often operationalized in terms of political 
involvement, which includes activism and other forms of 
political actions. Youth activism involves a process of seek-
ing influence on public policy and transforming institutions 

(Heberle et al., 2020). Therefore, the purpose of this sys-
tematic review is to assess if, and under which conditions, 
critical consciousness relates to wellbeing.

Critical consciousness

Critical consciousness is conceptualized as a liberatory 
process (Freire, 1973), with much of contemporary critical 
consciousness research considering three reciprocal dimen-
sions: (1) critical reflection, or analysis of inequality, (2) 
critical motivation (sometimes termed political efficacy, 
agency, or empowerment), or, perceptions of one’s abil-
ity to enact change, and (3) critical action, or participation 
in efforts to change inequalities (Rapa et al., 2020). Each 
dimension is complex. Critical reflection considers whether 
individuals are aware of oppressions across multiple 
dimensions, perceive society to be inequitable for groups 
experiencing historic and ongoing marginalization, and 
attribute inequities to societal structures (Hope & Bañales, 
2019). Critical motivation centers individuals’ desires to 
create change and perceived capabilities to enact change, 
both individually and collectively (Godfrey et al., 2019a). 
Critical action focuses on individuals’ involvement in chal-
lenging inequalities through organizations, protests, or par-
ticipation in the political process. Critical action may also 
extend beyond political engagement to include actions like 
service (Tyler et al., 2020) and social media engagement 
(Wilf et al., under review) aimed at challenging and redress-
ing inequitable systems.

Dimensions of critical consciousness and related pro-
cesses have been studied through several distinct theoretical 
perspectives including sociopolitical development theory 
(Watts et al., 2003), psychological empowerment theory 
(Rappaport, 1987), and system justification theory (Jost 
& Banaji, 1994). To understand the relationships between 
critical consciousness and wellbeing, it is important to 
synthesize across theories to consider how the critical con-
sciousness dimensions of critical reflection, motivation, and 
action are conceptualized.

Critical reflection, or analysis of inequality, is a core ele-
ment of sociopolitical development theory, given that this 
theory emphasizes developmental processes and interrela-
tions between critical reflection, motivation, and action 
(Watts et al., 2011). Critical reflection is also captured 
through psychological empowerment theory’s concept of 
cognitive empowerment, which assesses awareness of the 
sociopolitical environment and understanding of how to 
make change within these systems (Christens et al., 2016). 
Indeed, sociopolitical development theory and psycho-
logical empowerment are more similar than different, and 
use different terminology to conceptualize individuals’ 
processes of resisting oppressions (Christens et al., 2016; 
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wellbeing. For example, youth substance use has been cor-
related with poorer diet, exercise, and sleep (Ames et al., 
2020). Socioemotional health considers the development 
of a youth’s emotional expression, regulation and experi-
ence in the context of one’s social and cultural environment 
(Madigan et al., 2018; Yates et al., 2008). In adolescence 
and young adulthood, socioemotional development is often 
operationalized through constructs such as sense of purpose 
and sense of happiness (Chan et al., 2021). Meanwhile, pos-
itive youth development serves as a broad term to promote 
young people’s wellbeing (Christens & Peterson, 2012), 
which is often operationalized as the 5 C’s: confidence, car-
ing, character, connection, and competence (Lerner et al., 
2005). Within the broad domain of socioemotional develop-
ment, many strengths-based measures aim to capture young 
people’s assets and capacities to function adaptively in their 
social environments and to live a fulfilling life (Benson & 
Scales, 2009).

Current study

Critical consciousness may have important implications 
for youth’s wellbeing, yet the relationship between critical 
consciousness and wellbeing has yet to be systematically 
synthesized. The purpose of this systematic review was 
to comprehensively assess the relationship between criti-
cal consciousness and wellbeing in adolescents and young 
adults. This study assessed the relationship between critical 
consciousness and wellbeing through considering potential 
developmental differences by age. The study also aimed 
to examine which critical consciousness dimensions are 
related to which facets of wellbeing within each develop-
mental period. The study also evaluated the physical and 
social contexts that support youth’s wellbeing in relation to 
critical consciousness, including the role of elements like 
organizations and schools in influencing the critical con-
sciousness and wellbeing relationship.

Methods

Following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-analyses Statement (PRISMA, Moher 
et al., 2009) guidelines, a replicable search process was 
implemented.

Eligibility

The following inclusion criteria were instituted: (1) empiri-
cal studies using quantitative, qualitative, or mixed meth-
ods approaches; (2) published in a peer-reviewed academic 

(Kirshner, 2007), thus involving actions to change the sta-
tus quo in society (Klar & Kassar, 2009). Similarly, other 
forms of political involvement can include efforts to trans-
form political systems, such as through signing a petition, 
supporting a political candidate, or using social media to 
support a political cause (Ballard et al., 2020; Wilf & Wray-
Lake, 2021). Not all political involvement may be critical. 
For instance, voting is often considered to involve working 
within existing political structures rather than challenging 
them (Ballard et al., 2020). From a critical consciousness 
framework, critical actions are most clearly understood as 
political or other forms of action that aim to challenge or 
dismantle marginalizing systems.

The relationship between critical consciousness and 
wellbeing

Although critical consciousness is framed as a process of 
liberation that evokes hope and empowerment (French et 
al., 2020), the process of confronting structural oppres-
sions may catalyze a series of wellbeing ramifications such 
as stress or anxiety (Ballard & Ozer, 2016). Engagement 
in critical consciousness may be supported through inter-
personal and institutional mechanisms that reduce poten-
tial negative effects of critical consciousness engagement 
on wellbeing (Heberle et al., 2020). For example, through 
youth activist programs, youth may be able to form con-
nections with peers and adults that foster a sense of con-
nectedness, promoting wellbeing (Ballard & Ozer, 2016). 
Further, an institutional culture of youth-led action may be 
particularly influential on youth’s sense of efficacy (Poteat 
et al., 2020), which may similarly promote wellbeing. Thus, 
it is important to consider salient conditions that may influ-
ence the relationship between critical consciousness and 
wellbeing.

In reviewing the research on critical consciousness and 
wellbeing, it is also important to conceptualize wellbeing 
as a multidimensional construct to more thoroughly under-
stand any potential benefits and consequences experienced 
in the context of critical reflection, motivation, and action. 
In this review, wellbeing encompasses mental health, 
physical health, and socioemotional health. Mental health 
captures constructs related to one’s psychological state, 
including internalizing symptoms of anxiety and depres-
sion, and externalizing symptoms such as disruptive con-
duct (Chan et al., 2008). Physical health can be measured by 
biological function and the structural integrity of the body, 
including aspects such as blood pressure or bone density 
(Saylor, 2004). An element to youth’s physical and mental 
health is the ways in which youth may engage in health risk 
behaviors (Rew & Horner, 2003). These health risks include 
substance use (Miller et al., 2007), which may imperil 
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adolescent, adolescence, young adult, emerging adult, 
young adult, college student, teen, early adult.

Study selection

To screen eligible articles, the procedure was as follows: 
duplicate articles were removed; abstracts were reviewed 
to assess potential relevance; full texts of articles were 
reviewed and removed based on inclusion/exclusion crite-
ria, while potential articles were added based on in-text cita-
tions. These potential articles were also reviewed and added 
based on inclusion/exclusion criteria. Ultimately, 29 articles 
were included in the formal analysis (Fig. 1). Of these 29 
studies, there were 26 unique study samples. There were 
three pairs of studies that draw from the same samples: Bal-
lard et al., 2019b and Wray-Lake et al., 2019; Lardier et al., 
2018 and 2020; and Fine et al., 2018 and Frost et al., 2019.

Data extraction process

EMC developed an a priori codebook to systematically 
review each article. The codebook was piloted with ten 
articles and reviewed by LWL and one additional advisor 
to the study. Upon finalizing the codebook, EMC coded the 
29 articles, consulting with LWL and AKC when questions 
arose. The coding process implemented a combination of 
“multi-choice” options and write-in options to collect rel-
evant information on each study.

journal; (3) clearly defined critical consciousness or critical 
consciousness-related construct or phenomena; (4) clearly 
defined wellbeing construct or phenomena; (5) focused on 
youth (i.e., adolescents or young adults, ages 12–29).

Information sources and search

Four electronic reference sources were initially used to iden-
tify relevant studies on September 29, 2021: APA PsycAr-
ticles, APA PsycInfo, ERIC, and Sociological Abstracts. A 
fifth electronic reference database, PubMed, was reviewed 
in October 2021 to determine if additional articles were 
identified; this search produced only duplicate articles. 
Advanced search options using Boolean operators AND/OR 
were used to identify a series of keywords included in study 
abstracts; the limit on abstracts was to ensure a focused 
review. Search terms included terms associated with criti-
cal consciousness (separated by OR): critical conscious-
ness, sociopolitical development, activism, psychological 
empowerment, political action, critical analysis, critical 
reflection, critical motivation, political efficacy, critical 
action, political engagement, political participation, critical 
agency, systems attribution, system attribution AND search 
terms associated with wellbeing (separated by OR): wellbe-
ing, well-being, well being, mental health, socioemotional, 
thriving, positive youth development, health, stress, well-
ness, risk behavior, substance use, health behaviors AND 
search terms associated with the study population: youth, 

Fig. 1  PRISMA Flow Diagram 
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Risk analysis

Inspired by other quality assessments that relied on subjec-
tive assessment of study design and analysis approaches, 
each article’s research question(s) or aim(s), method, 
sample, and findings was recorded. A study quality score 
was developed to consider the variety of articles reviewed. 
Because only longitudinal studies had temporality (i.e., 
critical consciousness at one time point, wellbeing subse-
quently), those were distinguished. Quantitative studies 
were further assessed for whether these articles adjusted 
for confounders. In sum, quantitative articles were codified 
into the following categories: longitudinal or not, controlled 
for confounding or not. For qualitative studies, longitudinal 
studies were similarly distinguished, and then assessed for 
whether they used a coding verification process (Kmet et 
al., 2004), a criterion deemed parallel to assessments of con-
founders for quantitative studies (see Table 1).

Participants. Details about the sample from each study 
were recorded, including: age, race/ethnicity, gender, socio-
economic position, sexual orientation, and immigrant-origin 
status. Also included was the broader context for the study 
(e.g., students at one school).

Method. Articles were first coded for their methodologi-
cal approach (i.e., cross-sectional or longitudinal; qualita-
tive, quantitative, or mixed-methods). Information was 
collected on the way the critical consciousness and well-
being relationship was studied (i.e., measures and analytic 
approach). Finally, resultant findings of the critical con-
sciousness and wellbeing relationship(s) for each study 
were recorded.

Salient conditions. The codebook recorded any salient 
contexts or sociopolitical factors attributed to influencing 
the critical consciousness and wellbeing relationship. Thus, 
conditions included certain spaces (e.g., organizations, 
school programs) and/or broader sociopolitical forces (e.g., 
heterosexism, racism) within which authors contextualized 
the critical consciousness and wellbeing relationship.

Table 1  Assessment of Bias
Authors Methods (empirical approach) Methods (duration) If quantitative, con-

trols for confounders
If qualitative, 
uses verification 
procedure(s) to 
establish credibility?1

Ballard et al., 2020 Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional Yes
Ballard et al., 2019b Quantitative longitudinal Yes
Boehnke & Wong 2011 Quantitative longitudinal Yes
Bowers et al., 2020 Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional Yes
Chan et al., 2021 Quantitative longitudinal Yes
Christens & Peterson 2012 Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional Yes
Clonan-Ray et al., 2016 Qualitative longitudinal No
Fernández et al., 2018 Qualitative cross-sectional No
Fine et al., 2018 Mixed-Methods cross-sectional Yes
Frost et al., 2019 Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional No
Godfrey et al., 2019a Quantitative longitudinal Yes
Godfrey et al., 2019b Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional Yes
Hope et al., 2018 Quantitative longitudinal Yes
Klar & Kaiser, 2009 Quantitative - case control study cross-sectional Yes
Lardier 2019 Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional Yes
Lardier et al., 2018 Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional No
Lardier et al., 2020 Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional Yes
Maker Castro et al., 2021 Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional Yes
Montague & Eiroa-Orosa, 2018 Qualitative cross-sectional No
Opara et al., 2020a Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional No
Opara et al., 2020b Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional Yes
Ozer & Schotland 2011 Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional No
Peterson et al., 2011 Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional Yes
Russell et al., 2009 Qualitative cross-sectional Yes
Sule et al., 2021 Qualitative cross-sectional Yes
Tyler et al., 2019 Quantitative - descriptive cross-sectional Yes
Vaccaro & Mena 2011 Qualitative cross-sectional Yes
Wray-Lake et al., 2019 Quantitative longitudinal Yes
Zimmerman et al., 1999 Quantitative longitudinal Yes
1 Measure adopted from the Checklist for Assessing the Quality of Qualitative Studies (Kmet et al., 2004)
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focus on youth’s experiences with gender (n = 7), sexual ori-
entation (n = 6), and/or immigrant-origin status (n = 2). The 
study of critical consciousness and wellbeing has increased 
over time, particularly since 2018 (see Fig. 2).

The critical consciousness and wellbeing 
relationship in adolescence

Sample characteristics. Adolescent studies (n = 16) com-
prised 55% of overall studies in the review. The bulk 
(87.5%) of these studies focused on majority Black, Latinx, 
(and sometimes Asian) samples, contextualizing criti-
cal consciousness development in relation to racial/ethnic 
marginalization (e.g., Christens & Peterson 2012; Ozer & 
Schotland, 2011). Within the group of studies focused on 
adolescents of color, 56% of studies focused on urban and 
low-income youth (e.g., Bowers et al., 2020; Lardier et al., 
2018). Meanwhile, Tyler et al., (2019) comparatively stud-
ied Black and White low and middle income youth. Only 
Montague and Eiora-Orosa (2018) did not name the race/
ethnicity of participants, but suggested they came from a 
privileged background; this study was also the only study 
of adolescents outside of the USA, based in the United 
Kingdom.

While race/ethnicity, socioeconomic position, and urba-
nicity were often centered, less frequent and consistent 
consideration was given to other marginalizing forces. In 
terms of gender, three studies of adolescence focused on 
Black and Latina girls (Clonan-Roy et al., 2016; Opara et 
al., 2020) and one on Black boys (Zimmerman et al., 1999). 
No studies considered transgender and gender diverse youth 
(e.g., genderqueer and gender nonbinary youth). One study 
focused on youth of mixed sexual orientations (Russell et 
al., 2009). One study included youth’s immigrant-origin sta-
tus (Godfrey et al., 2019b).

Characteristics of the relationship between critical 
consciousness and wellbeing. The evidence largely indi-
cated a positive relationship between critical consciousness 
and wellbeing for adolescents, specifically adolescents of 
color. Studies suggested that critical consciousness (par-
ticularly when operationalized as critical reflection and/or 
critical motivation) was associated with better mental and 
socioemotional health, positive youth development, and 
fewer risk behaviors (e.g., Bowers et al., 2020; Godfrey et 
al., 2019; Zimmerman et al., 1999), (see Fig. 3).

The studies using a critical consciousness framework 
(Bowers et al., 2020; Clonan-Roy et al., 2016; Godfrey et al., 
2019; Tyler et al., 2019) primarily examined the role of criti-
cal reflection (i.e., understanding and analysis of structures 
of oppression) in relation to wellbeing using quantitative 
methods. For youth of color in an after-school program for 
high-achieving students, critical reflection was associated 

Results

To conceptualize the field studying the relationship between 
critical consciousness (or related theories and constructs) 
and wellbeing, the results are divided into five sections. 
First, eligible studies are described. Most studies (n = 16) 
conducted quantitative analyses of cross-sectional data, 
and there was age-based variation in the frequency of criti-
cal consciousness-related frameworks (i.e., psychological 
empowerment framework used exclusively in adolescence; 
activism studied more often in young adulthood) and well-
being dimensions (i.e., heavier focus on mental health in 
young adulthood). The next three sections are divided by 
adolescent samples, combined adolescent and young adult 
samples, and young adult samples, respectively. Studies on 
adolescents focused primarily on youth of color, particu-
larly youth from low-income and urban backgrounds, while 
the studies of combined adolescent and young adult samples 
were diverse. The studies on young adults focused primarily 
on young adult college students. Embedded within the ado-
lescent and young adult results are sections on the salient 
conditions and factors contributing to critical conscious-
ness’s relationship to wellbeing. For adolescents, six studies 
found after-school and school-based organizations to play 
a supportive role in critical consciousness and wellbeing 
development; for young adults, three studies suggested pre-
dominantly White college institutions challenged racially/
ethnically marginalized youth’s wellbeing as they engaged 
in critical consciousness. Table 2 provides the citations for 
the 29 studies reviewed, as well as each study’s methods, 
sample, critical consciousness and wellbeing constructs, 
context, and main findings.

Description of eligible studies

Out of 29 studies to date, researchers have used mainly 
quantitative (n = 21) and cross-sectional (n = 21) designs. 
Across ages, longitudinal (n = 8) designs were less common, 
as were studies using qualitative (n = 6) and mixed meth-
ods (n = 6). More than half focused on adolescents (n = 16; 
55%); 14 out of these 16 studies focused specifically on ado-
lescents of color. In adolescence, psychological empower-
ment frameworks were most common (n = 10), followed by 
critical consciousness frameworks (n = 4), with wellbeing 
often considered through mental (n = 5) and socioemotional 
(n = 7) health, as well as risk behaviors (n = 7). Articles on 
young adulthood (n = 9) centered activism (n = 7) and men-
tal health (n = 7). There were four studies that included 
adolescents and young adults within their samples; these 
articles also focused on activism (n = 3) and mental health 
(n = 3). Focus on political behaviors (n = 2) and physical 
health (n = 3) were also uncommon. Also uncommon was a 
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with positive youth development (Bowers et al., 2020). 
For Black and Latina girls, critical reflection was qualita-
tively found to support their positive youth development 
(Clonan-Roy et al., 2016). Yet, critical reflection was uncor-
related with positive youth development for Black middle 
schoolers and negatively correlated with positive youth 
development for White youth of middle and low-income 
backgrounds (Tyler et al., 2019). Godfrey et al.  (2019) 
contextualized critical reflection with the other critical con-
sciousness dimensions, finding that critical reflection in the 
absence of critical motivation was associated with worse 
socioemotional health for middle school youth of color. The 
only study using a systems justification framework simi-
larly found a decline in mental and socioemotional health 
for youth of color who did not develop critical reflection 
throughout middle school (Godfrey et al., 2019b).

The ten studies (Christens & Peterson, 2012; Lardier et 
al., 2019; 2020; Lardier, 2019; Opara et al., 2020a; 2020b; 
Ozer & Schotland 2011; Peterson et al., 2011; Russell et 
al., 2019; Zimmerman et al., 1999) guided by psychological 
empowerment theory and mainly using quantitative methods 
all identified positive relationships between critical motiva-
tion (i.e., one’s agency and motivation to enact change) with 
adolescents’ mental and socioemotional health, and their 
risk behaviors. First, Zimmerman et al. (1999) found that 
sociopolitical control (a common measure of critical moti-
vation rooted in psychological empowerment theory) pro-
tected Black boys from feeling helpless and supported their 
self-esteem. Russell et al. (2009) also qualitatively found 
that LGBQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer/questioning 
and others) youth were able to build social support through 
their involvement in Gay-Straight Alliances, fostering their 
socioemotional wellbeing.

More recent studies, almost entirely with Black, Latinx, 
and Asian youth of low-income backgrounds in the USA, 
quantitatively demonstrated psychological empowerment 
was also positively associated with fewer risk behaviors 
(Opara et al., 2020; Peterson et al., 2011) and mental and 
socioemotional health (Ozer & Schotland, 2011). Further, 
researchers found that sociopolitical control mediated the 
relationship between ecological supports and mental health 
and risk behaviors (Christens & Peterson, 2012), and worked 
in concert with ethnic identity development to reduce risk 
behaviors (Lardier et al., 2018, 2020; Lardier, 2019). These 
findings on the interplay of ethnic/racial identity and social 
support with sociopolitical control extended to reducing risk 
behaviors for Black girls specifically (Opara et al., 2020a). 
In sum, among adolescents, the relationship between psy-
chological empowerment and wellbeing was particularly 
supported in the literature, corroborated by Godfrey et al., 
(2019a)’s finding that critical motivation is needed in con-
junction with critical reflection to support wellbeing.
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Latinx, Asian, multiethnic, and other youth in a  school 
program for high achieving youth, critical reflection was 
associated with positive youth development (Bowers et al., 
2020). White, Latinx, Black, and Asian-American youth 
with mixed sexual orientations who engaged in critical 
consciousness through Gay-Straight Alliance participation 
were able to also build their self esteem through “feeling 
good about oneself” (Russell et al., 2009). Through activ-
ism in human rights organizations, privileged youth built 
their socioemotional health (e.g., intrinsic motivation and 
efficacy; Montague & Eiroa-Orosa, 2018). Black youth in 
an organization for Black youth built socioemotional well-
being through fostering positive identities, self-love, and 
agentic power (Sulé et al., 2021). Together, this collection 

Salient conditions: The role of supportive organi-
zations. Six studies, five with adolescents (Bowers et al., 
2020; Clonon-Roy et al., 2016; Montague & Eiora-Orosa, 
2018; Russell et al., 2009) and one with adolescents and 
young adults (Sulé et al., 2021), focused on critical con-
sciousness and wellbeing within specific organizations (i.e., 
school-based and after school programs). These studies 
found that participation in these organizations supported 
both the development of critical consciousness and socio-
emotional health (which included positive youth develop-
ment) and extended across distinct samples and contexts. 
Black and Latina girls who engaged with both in-school and 
after-school programming (Clonan-Roy et al., 2016) devel-
oped critical consciousness (primarily critical reflection) in 
tandem with their positive youth development. For Black, 

Fig. 2  An Overview of Study 
Methodologies, Samples, and 
Constructs

 

Fig. 3  Evidence of relationships 
between critical consciousness 
and wellbeing dimensions
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in an organization intended to foster mainly critical reflec-
tion and critical motivation supported Black youth’s socio-
emotional wellbeing.

The critical consciousness and wellbeing 
relationship in young adulthood

Sample characteristics. The study of critical conscious-
ness and wellbeing in young adulthood is characterized by 
a focus on college students. Six of the nine studies worked 
with USA college student samples (Ballard et al., 2020; 
Fernández et al., 2018; Hope et al., 2018; Klar & Kassar, 
2009; Vaccaro & Mena 2011; Maker Castro et al., 2022). 
Ballard et al. (2019) and Wray-Lake et al. (2019) used USA 
national, non-college based samples from the National Lon-
gitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health (Add Health) 
Study and Chan et al. (2021) studied young adults in Hong 
Kong, with college attendance not specified. Four studies 
drew from ethnically/racially diverse national samples (Bal-
lard et al., 2019b, 2020; Maker Castro et al., 2022; Wray-
Lake et al., 2019). Three studies focused on college students 
facing ethnic/racial marginalization with intersecting mar-
ginalizing forces: women of color (Fernández et al., 2018), 
Black and Latinx mainly first-generation college students 
(Hope et al., 2018,), and LGBTQ + youth of color (Vaccaro 
& Mena, 2011). The final two studies focused on racially/
ethnically dominant groups: predominantly White college 
students (Klar & Kassar, 2009) and ethnically Han Chinese 
youth, youth of the dominant ethnicity in China (Chan et 
al., 2021). One study considered youth’s immigrant-origin 
status (Maker Castro et al., 2022).

Characteristics of the relationship between critical 
consciousness and wellbeing. Across studies, research on 
critical consciousness and wellbeing in young adulthood 
primarily focused on activism, with only one study using 
a critical consciousness framework (Maker Castro et al., 
2022) and one study framed as political behaviors, which 
included questions related to activism (Wray-Lake et al., 
2019). Mental health was the primary way in which wellbe-
ing was measured in young adulthood. Together, the stud-
ies in young adulthood suggested mixed, and sometimes 
conflicting, effects on wellbeing, particularly across ethnic/
racial groups (see Fig. 3).

Both Ballard et al., (2019b)’s examination of activism 
and Wray-Lake et al., (2019)’s study of political behaviors 
find negative associations with mental health within national 
samples undifferentiated by youth’s identities or social loca-
tions using the same Add Health sample. Hope et al. (2018) 
found activism protective of mental health for Latinx youth, 
but not Black youth, at predominantly White institutions. 
Yet, using a broader national sample, Ballard et al. (2020) 
found opposite results, in that both activism and expressive 

of primarily qualitative studies showed how participa-
tion in critical consciousness-related organizations (which 
included those focused on both reflection and on action) 
during adolescence promoted specifically socioemotional 
wellbeing, which includes positive youth development, 
and emphasized how these spaces help youth to affirm and 
appreciate themselves.

Critical consciousness and wellbeing in adolescence 
and young adulthood

Sample characteristics. The four studies using mixed 
adolescent and young adult samples were mainly different 
from studies on adolescence in that they focused on activ-
ism (n = 3) and mental health (n = 3). They also focused on 
youth from distinct positions of privilege and marginaliza-
tion. The youth herein studied included: socioeconomically 
privileged German youth ages 8–20 (Boehnke & Wong, 
2011), mixed ethnic/racial LGBTQ + youth ages 14–24 
across the USA (Fine et al., 2018; Frost et al., 2019), and 
Black youth in one organization whose ages were not pro-
vided (Sulé et al., 2021).

Characteristics of the relationship between critical 
consciousness and wellbeing. The four studies using mixed 
adolescent and young adult samples all found positive rela-
tionships between critical consciousness dimensions and 
wellbeing. Three studies (Boehnke & Wong, 2011; Fine et 
al., 2018; Frost et al., 2019) found that activism was posi-
tively associated with mental health. Boehnke and Wong 
(2011) used a quantitative longitudinal approach to study 
German youth’s mental health trajectories in relation to 
activist participation in the German peace movement, 
revealing better trajectories for those who were more active 
in the movement. Fine et al. (2018) and Frost et al. (2019) 
quantitatively found that activism was positively associ-
ated with better mental and physical health, and Fine et al. 
(2018) was able to corroborate these findings with qualita-
tive data. Interestingly, Frost et al. (2019) highlighted that 
activism had a stronger effect on mental and physical health 
for youth of color than White youth, and for transgender and 
gender diverse youth than cisgender youth. Thus, this study 
suggested explicitly what other studies may assume, that 
critical consciousness development may be most beneficial 
for youth experiencing one or more forms of societal mar-
ginalization, a finding potentially corroborated by Tyler et 
al. (2019)’s evidence that critical consciousness was nega-
tively associated with positive youth development for White 
youth. Lastly, a methodologically and theoretically distinct 
study (Sulé et al., 2021) qualitatively examined Black criti-
cal consciousness (defined as a critical consciousness evolv-
ing specifically from the Black experience in the USA and 
rooted in Afro-centric values), concluding that participation 
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lead to negative repercussions for wellbeing. Hope et al. 
(2018) found that activism exacerbates the negative effect 
of discrimination on mental health for Black youth. Vaccaro 
and Mena (2011) found that activism among queer youth 
of color within the university context was related to poorer 
mental health due to factors including a lack of safe spaces 
on campus for youth with multiple marginalized identities. 
Similarly, Fernández et al. (2018) found activist women of 
color suffering from mental health challenges due to institu-
tional racism on the university campus in conjunction with 
a lack of change and a sense that no one else will do the 
activist work necessary.

Discussion

Critical consciousness appears to shape adolescents’ and 
young adults’ wellbeing in complex ways. This systematic 
review of 29 studies across adolescence and young adult-
hood demonstrated that critical consciousness can be benefi-
cial for youth’s wellbeing, particularly their socioemotional 
and mental health, and especially if it is developed in a sup-
portive setting. Yet, research suggests systems of privilege 
and marginalization may still at times obstruct and impair 
wellbeing as youth engage in critical consciousness. The 
results further indicate priorities for future research on criti-
cal consciousness and wellbeing, including research across 
dimensions of critical consciousness and wellbeing, youth 
populations, and methodologies.

Understanding critical consciousness and wellbeing 
within and across critical consciousness dimensions

There were notable differences in how the critical conscious-
ness dimensions related to different wellbeing measures, as 
well as differences in which dimensions were studied in 
each age group. First, critical motivation, most commonly 
studied in adolescence, demonstrated the most consistent 
support of wellbeing, extending to mental and socioemo-
tional health and risk behaviors. This finding makes sense 
given critical motivation’s main objective to empower indi-
viduals to move from reflection and action, processes which 
are closely linked with psychological fortitude (Chan et al., 
2021). The studies on critical motivation primarily stemmed 
from the psychological empowerment literature, and were 
limited to mainly quantitative, cross-sectional methods 
with specific populations. Further investigation of critical 
motivation and wellbeing should use qualitative approaches 
following the lead of authors herein reviewed (Russell et 
al., 2011), as well as longitudinal approaches. Moreover, 
further investigation of critical motivation’s interaction 
with other critical consciousness dimensions, including 

action (defined as expressing one’s political opinion, includ-
ing through clothing, art, and/or social media) had negative 
associations with wellbeing for Latinx youth, as well as 
White, Asian, and Hawaiian/other race youth, but no signifi-
cant effect for Black youth. Maker Castro et al. (2021) also 
found that critical action was negatively associated with 
socioemotional health (i.e., hopefulness) for Asian youth, 
but not for other ethnic/racial groups (or groups based on 
gender, sexual orientation, or immigrant-origin status). The 
mixed results presented across these three studies together 
suggested that there may exist complex relationships 
between one’s ethnic/racial background, critical conscious-
ness, and wellbeing.

Qualitative studies helped to illustrate why the find-
ings may be mixed for young adults in college. Vaccaro 
and Mena (2011) and Fernández et al. (2018) illuminated 
the stressors associated with activism for youth experienc-
ing multiple marginalizing systems. Queer youth of color 
shared that leadership in activism organizations on behalf of 
the LGBQ + campus community caused burn out, compas-
sion fatigue, and even suicidal ideation (Vaccaro & Mena, 
2011), whereas college women of color reflected that while 
activism against racism on campus helped them to heal from 
their experiences as a student, it also caused stress and a 
need for a break (Fernández et al., 2018). These two stud-
ies suggested first that actions may evoke different reactions 
among young adults than adolescents, and second that the 
campus context may play a role in influencing wellbeing in 
relation to their critical consciousness.

Two studies suggested that sociopolitical moments may 
influence young adult critical consciousness. Chan et al. 
(2021) used a longitudinal design to find that youth activ-
ists’ mental health declined over time, and hypothesized 
that the sociopolitical context, one in which change at the 
governmental level did not occur, may have influenced the 
relationship between individuals’ critical consciousness and 
their mental health. Maker Castro et al. (2022)’s study of 
USA college students must also be interpreted within a par-
ticular time— that of the COVID-19 pandemic. Across their 
full sample of youth, each critical consciousness dimension 
was associated with anxiety. Yet, they did not find any sig-
nificant interactions by sociodemographic groups; perhaps 
this universally heightened anxiety can be attributed to the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Salient conditions: The centrality of structural bar-
riers in college campuses. A subset of young adult studies 
specifically consider activism in the context of predomi-
nantly White institutions (Fernández et al., 2018; Hope et 
al., 2018; Vaccaro & Mena, 2011). These three studies col-
lectively suggested that, in contrast to the studies focusing 
on youth organizations, activism for young adults experi-
encing one or more forms of societal marginalization may 
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critical reflection and socioemotional health among youth 
experiencing marginalization highlight how reflection can 
potentially reduce internalized negative feelings of differ-
ence based on observed group dynamics and replace those 
feelings with an understanding that systems are to blame 
(and to be resisted) for creating these differences (Heberle 
et al., 2020). Critical reflection may then occur in tandem 
with hopefulness in one’s ability to make change, though 
researchers also note that it may be a challenge to at once 
critically reflect on inequities and feel hopeful about chang-
ing them (Christens et al., 2013). The two studies identify-
ing negative relationships included more privileged youth, 
whose potentially distinct processes of reflection are dis-
cussed below. Critical reflection’s relationship to wellbe-
ing merits further attention, especially in relation to mental 
health, where current evidence is scant, and especially as it 
interacts with other critical consciousness dimensions. Fol-
lowing a call to extend critical consciousness studies across 
ages, critical reflection and motivation in relation to wellbe-
ing should both be further studied in young adulthood (Rapa 
& Geldhof, 2020).

In considering usage of wellbeing measures, physical 
health most clearly merits additional investigation. Only 
Fine et al. (2018) and Frost et al. (2019), whose analyses 
are from the same dataset, find associations with physical 
health, findings that are corroborated across the broader lit-
erature on youth’s civic participation (Ballard et al., 2019a). 
But these measures use self-reports, and thus measures that 
can directly account for critical consciousness’s impact on 
the physical body (e.g., Ballard et al., 2019b) are needed. 
Conversely, mental health is most commonly studied. 
Considering mental health’s mixed relationship with criti-
cal action, more study in this particular relationship across 
groups and contexts is needed. Further, a combination of 
quantitative socioemotional measures and qualitative posi-
tive youth development studies can help balance the extant 
literature and support more robust conclusions. Notably, the 
term socioemotional wellbeing was interpreted inconsis-
tently. For example, while Godfrey et al. (2019) categorized 
depressive symptoms as socioemotional wellbeing, this sys-
tematic review categorized depressive symptoms as mental 
health, which is in line with how others use the same indi-
cator (e.g., Hope et al., 2018). Greater consistency in defi-
nitions and indicators of wellbeing will help to clarify the 
critical consciousness and wellbeing relationship. Finally, 
emergent scholarship examines the role of anger in relation 
to critical action against racism (Bañales et al., 2019). While 
emotions like anger may catalyze action (Ballard & Ozer, 
2016), unregulated emotions can also come at the cost of 
socioemotional and mental health (Saxena et al., 2011). It 
may be useful to more closely examine emotions as moti-
vators and consequences of critical consciousness, and 

how motivation during adolescence may feed action during 
young adulthood, can further clarify how critical motivation 
supports action and reflection (Godfrey et al., 2019a).

Critical action, most commonly studied in young adult-
hood, demonstrated the most mixed relationship with 
wellbeing. Critical action was mainly studied in relation 
to mental health, though mixed results extended to other 
wellbeing domains. For example, activism was associated 
with positive (Hope et al., 2018) and negative (Ballard et 
al., 2020) mental health for Latinx college students. These 
mixed results may reflect ways in which action brings both 
a sense of solidarity, a “we”, as youth find spaces to heal 
together from experiences with marginalization (Ginwright, 
2010; Diemer et al., 2021), while simultaneously reflecting 
ways in which action against marginalization can tax one’s 
capacities (Gorski, 2019). Researchers should consider how 
acting as part of a collective may facilitate access to sup-
portive spaces that promote healing in the face of endur-
ing oppression. For instance, youth may foment their action 
in collective “counter spaces”, or safe spaces theorized to 
provide youth with resources to support their psychologi-
cal wellbeing as they act against marginalization (Case & 
Hunter, 2012).

In the future, it will also be important to more closely 
examine the target of youth’s activism and advance critical 
action measures that reflect action specifically against mar-
ginalization systems. Currently, many quantitative studies 
are limited by the fact that information regarding why, or 
with whom, youth engage in activism is not shared (e.g., 
Ballard et al., 2019b; 2020; Maker Castro et al., 2021). Thus, 
it is not clear whether activism specifically against margin-
alizing forces promotes or harms wellbeing. Researchers 
should also study critical action and wellbeing in adoles-
cent populations. Adolescents are integral members, and 
often leaders, of contemporary movements like March for 
Our Lives, #Black Lives Matter, and Fridays for Future 
(Stone et al., 2021). Adolescents are also adopting social 
media tools to participate in collective action (Anyiwo et 
al., 2020; Wilf & Wray-Lake, 2021). The rapidly growing 
field of social media and wellbeing (Nesi, 2020) can extend 
to youth’s critical action online. More broadly, how adoles-
cents’ actions on and offline impact their wellbeing should 
be of interest to researchers seeking to further discover the 
conditions under which critical action supports wellbeing.

Critical reflection, also mainly studied in adolescence, 
was often examined in isolation from other dimensions. 
Overall, critical reflection was the least studied dimension 
of critical consciousness in relation to wellbeing, contrast-
ing a broader argument that the study of critical reflection 
has been overly prioritized (Diemer et al., 2021). Critical 
reflection was also the only dimension to be studied specifi-
cally in relation to positive youth development. Studies of 
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disentangle the particular influence of systemic oppres-
sion on campus from broader oppressions perpetuated by 
a heteropatriarchal, capitalist, white supremaist society 
(Smith, 2016). For youth experiencing marginalization on 
campus, activism may become a necessity, not a choice, 
and this need to protect one’s humanity through activism is 
often met with a lack of administrative support and empa-
thy (Linder et al., 2019). Indeed, studies herein reviewed 
all highlighted ways in which young adult college students 
experiencing one or more forms of marginalization reported 
discrimination on campus (Hope et al., 2018) and structural 
barriers to their activism (Fernández et al., 2018; Vaccaro 
& Mena 2011). While it is possible that some college and 
university contexts are providing their student activists with 
institutional support, no such studies were unearthed in this 
review. Given that the college campuses are often epicenters 
of youth activism (Wheatle & Commodore, 2019), and the 
wellbeing challenges related to activism illuminated in this 
review, more attention to the wellbeing of college student 
activists is merited. Also, for researchers of college-enrolled 
young adults, greater use of a critical consciousness frame-
work should supplement the current focus on activism. 
Indeed, critical consciousness is studied in college popula-
tions (e.g., Bañales et al., 2020; 2021; Pinedo et al., 2021), 
but has not yet extended to wellbeing relationships, with the 
exception of Maker Castro et al. (2022).

At the same time, much more attention is needed for 
young adults not in college, a gap identified in the broader 
civic engagement literature as well (Fitzgerald et al., 2021). 
Currently, two studies examined the same national sample 
not based in college to find a negative relationship between 
activism/political action and mental health (Ballard et al., 
2019b; Wray-Lake et al., 2019). Yet, in these studies, youth 
experiencing both societal privilege and marginalization are 
grouped together, potentially hiding important nuances by 
population. Explicit examination of young adults differen-
tiated by social positions who are fully employed and or 
pursuing non-academic endeavors is needed to better under-
stand if the challenges to wellbeing in relation to critical 
consciousness are in fact specific to the college setting, or 
if it is reflective of this developmental phase. Moreover, for 
those youth not in college, there is much left to be explored 
on how young adults navigating contexts like work and 
family develop their critical consciousness and how their 
wellbeing evolves.

Expanding across populations

Results reiterate recent calls to consider ethnic/racial 
identity development in relation to critical consciousness 
(Anyiwo et al., 2018; Mathews et al., 2019). For exam-
ple, positive ethnic/racial identity development may be 

how the emotional labor of critical consciousness impacts 
wellbeing.

Addressing differences by developmental period

The results clearly distinguish between the critical con-
sciousness and wellbeing of adolescents and young adults. 
For adolescents facing marginalization by race/ethnicity, 
and often also by socioeconomic position and urbanicity, 
critical consciousness indeed may be an important support-
ive factor of their wellbeing. These findings align with the 
broader literature on the powerful, liberatory effect of criti-
cal consciousness for youth facing marginalization (Jemal, 
2017). For young adults, the critical consciousness and well-
being relationship appears more complex, mainly because 
of the mixed results linking activism and mental health, and 
also because the results extend to both more youth of more 
privileged and more marginalized positions. Notably, most 
studies do not span both adolescence and young adulthood, 
leaving much to question about youth’s longer term criti-
cal consciousness development and the ways in which the 
transition between phases could explain the shift in youth’s 
wellbeing. Moreover, given that six of the nine studies on 
young adulthood focused on college-going youth, there are 
limitations to which experiences in young adulthood are 
addressed.

For young adults in college, perhaps academic opportu-
nities to further analyze structural oppressions (Fernández 
et al., 2018) and for leadership and agency to drive critical 
action (Renn & Ozaki, 2010) expose them to the specific 
oppressive circumstances of colleges and to systemic bar-
riers when they act (Linder et al., 2019). Together, sensitiv-
ity and exposure to oppressive systems may cause mental 
health challenges like stress and anxiety (Fernández et al., 
2018; Hope et al., 2018). Young adults are also more devel-
opmentally independent and may navigate adult responsibil-
ities that might be detrimental to their wellbeing, which may 
subsequently influence their critical consciousness (Vaccaro 
& Mena, 2011). Yet more, mental health challenges are on 
the rise in young adult college student populations, and have 
been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic (American 
College Health Association, 2015; Hoyt et al., 2021). Thus, 
critical consciousness’s association with challenges to well-
being may in part be because college student populations 
are prone to the onset and/or diagnosis of various men-
tal illnesses (Pedrelli et al., 2015); critical consciousness 
development during this period may catalyze mental health 
challenges, or conversely protect against them (Hope et al., 
2018), but research is needed to explain this relationship.

Finally, college campuses themselves may negatively 
impact the relationship between critical consciousness 
and wellbeing, although further research is needed to 
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privileged youth (Heberle et al., 2020). One study suggested 
that critical reflection among middle and low income White 
youth may provoke feelings of racial guilt (Tyler et al., 
2019), which is proposed to explain the negative association 
between critical consciousness and positive youth develop-
ment. Critical consciousness, which is also important for 
White youth, may have less of a beneficial function for them 
as they grapple with their role as oppressors. No comparable 
studies on White youth were identified in the current review, 
yet it is possible that the negative associations between criti-
cal consciousness and wellbeing for privileged youth is also 
captured in young adult samples where privileged youth 
were included but not isolated (Ballard et al., 2019b; Wray-
Lake et al., 2019). A broader literature suggests that White 
guilt can catalyze civic action among college young adults 
(Dull et al., 2021). How this civic action relates to these 
youth’s wellbeing is a question that can be further explored.

Finally, there were studies of racially and/or economi-
cally privileged youth where activism was not explicitly 
related to youth’s identities (e.g., Boehnke & Wong 2011; 
Montague & Eiroa-Orosa, 2018). Using distinct methods 
and samples, these studies found youth activism supportive 
of wellbeing, suggesting that for those experiencing societal 
privilege, activism, like other forms of civic participation 
like voting and service, may benefit wellbeing (Ballard et 
al., 2019b), particularly when one does not feel under per-
sonal attack for their personal identities. It would be useful 
to further explore this concept, and also see if such an idea 
extends to those experiencing forms of societal marginaliza-
tion while advocating for issues unrelated to their identities 
(e.g., a Latinx youth advocating for human rights in a non-
Latinx region of the world).

Methodological advancements

First, methodological expansion should include greater 
quantitative study of youth program participation and a 
simultaneous move toward qualitative work more broadly. 
The former suggestion would help to fortify the positive 
results about current program participation, while a broader 
use of qualitative studies could shed further light on expla-
nations for the nuances within the relationship between crit-
ical consciousness and wellbeing. It will also be important 
to continue examining contextual variables. Variables could 
be assessed as moderators quantitatively, or they could be 
central to qualitative investigations into specific physical 
sites for critical consciousness. Critical consciousness and 
wellbeing research can also benefit from greater use of lon-
gitudinal work, especially that which transcends the adoles-
cent to young adult transition. Indeed, longitudinal work is 
especially important to better uncovering the developmen-
tal components to the intersections of critical consciousness 

a protective factor for youth’s critical consciousness and 
wellbeing as they face racial marginalization transitioning 
from adolescence to young adulthood, particularly in the 
college context (Hope et al., 2015). At the same time, the 
study of critical consciousness and wellbeing in relation to 
ethnic/racial identity should be expanded to consider mul-
tiple marginalizing forces (Heberle et al., 2020; Godfrey & 
Burson, 2018). There was an absence of consideration for 
youth’s identities in intersecting systems, with exceptions 
(e.g., Clonan-Roy et al., 2016; Fine et al., 2017), where two 
or more identities, usually race/ethnicity and gender or race/
ethnicity and sexual orientation, were considered. Research 
on critical consciousness and wellbeing should become 
increasingly sensitive to how youth resist marginalization 
across the many dimensions of their lives.

Moreover, the study of critical consciousness and wellbe-
ing should include groups who have historically not been, 
or rarely been, centered in the current literature, including 
Indigenous, Middle Eastern and North African, transgender 
and gender diverse, immigrant-origin, LGBQ+, and dis-
abled youth. This lack of attention may in part be related 
to original conceptualizations of critical consciousness as 
work to liberate those experiencing racial and socioeco-
nomic marginalization (Freire, 1973). A focus on the axes 
of marginalization that work to oppress the aforementioned 
groups of youth may be able to discover new ways in which 
critical consciousness supports wellbeing, vitally important 
given the wellbeing challenges they all face in the USA. 
For example, immigrant-origin youth may uniquely draw 
upon transnational contexts (Wilf et al., under review) or 
draw from their generational position as either first or sec-
ond generation youth (Karras et al., under review) to inform 
their critical reflection. These tools for reflection may influ-
ence their wellbeing as they resist the xenophobia harmful 
to their wellbeing (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018).

To that end, all but three of the twenty-nine studies use 
USA-based samples. Thus, research provides a window into 
the ways in which critical consciousness and wellbeing relate 
in the particular context of a country founded in colonial 
power with a racist, heteropatriarchal, capitalist government 
(Smith, 2016). The ways in which people resist and work to 
transform the legacy and perpetuation of oppression in the 
USA may be distinct from other areas of the world. Indeed, 
the question of national context is particularly salient when 
considering that critical consciousness emerged from Bra-
zil, a country part of the Global South, a region character-
ized by a history of resistance to colonization.

The question of privileged youth’s critical conscious-
ness (e.g., White youth, youth from upper socioeconomic 
backgrounds) in relation to wellbeing remains relatively 
obscure, which reflects how the broader literature contin-
ues to grapple with what critical consciousness looks like in 
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Conclusion

Adolescents and young adults who face marginalizing sys-
tems may respond through developing their critical con-
sciousness. Critical consciousness may then have important 
implications for youth’s wellbeing (i.e., their mental, socio-
emotional, and physical health). This study addressed a 
gap in literature regarding the relationship between critical 
consciousness and wellbeing across developmental periods, 
dimensions of critical consciousness and wellbeing, and 
contexts. As reinforced in this study, critical consciousness 
may indeed provide support for wellbeing for youth expe-
riencing marginalization, especially for adolescents of color 
in the context of supportive organizations. But key ques-
tions remain as to whether critical consciousness’s benefits 
for wellbeing extend specifically to youth engaged in critical 
action, especially young adults. Given that critical conscious-
ness is meant to protect youth who are unfairly and unduly 
tasked with combating marginalization, it is imperative that 
the systems perpetuating their marginalization are dismantled 
and transformed. In the interim, educators and those working 
with youth must remain vigilant to ensure their support of 
youth’s critical consciousness does not come at the cost of 
their wellbeing. It is also important that future research expand 
the study of critical consciousness and wellbeing to consider 
how different (and often understudied) dimensions of criti-
cal consciousness (e.g., critical action in adolescence, critical 
reflection in young adulthood) and wellbeing (e.g., physical 
health) interact over time and across youth populations.
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(Heberle et al., 2020) and wellbeing, especially consider-
ing how critical consciousness and wellbeing may evolve 
either in tandem, or perhaps in opposition, and this question 
can be explored bidirectionally. Meanwhile, a longitudinal 
study that begins in adolescence and follows youth in diver-
gent young adult tracks of college and work could help to 
illuminate whether the seemingly worsening effect of criti-
cal consciousness on wellbeing is indeed related to context, 
or to developmental period. Alternatively, researchers could 
also look at the effect of wellbeing on critical consciousness 
development (e.g., Costabile et al., 2021, Hope et al., 2020) 
over time, reversing the way in which the current study con-
ceived critical consciousness to affect wellbeing. Indeed, 
wellbeing may itself be a necessary precursor for critical 
consciousness. Critical consciousness demands mental and 
physical energy and abilities to question and resist struc-
tures that are intended to marginalize (Ballard & Ozer, 
2016). Future studies should also further consider how the 
sociohistorical moment influences the critical conscious-
ness and wellbeing relationship (Chan et al., 2021).

Limitations

The current systematic review provides useful insights into 
the extant research on critical consciousness and wellbeing. 
Nonetheless, limitations exist. Most clearly, the review is 
limited to the studies resultant from the search terms. There 
may be other studies in other search engines that were not 
identified and may further elaborate on the question of 
critical consciousness and wellbeing. To help overcome 
this limitation, the reference list for identified articles was 
searched and relevant articles were further reviewed. Fur-
ther, books were excluded from the current study and future 
research can consider books that may dive more deeply into 
critical consciousness and wellbeing (e.g., Ginwright 2015; 
Wray-Lake & Abrams, 2020). Moreover, the current review 
limited the key search terms to only the abstract. Finally, 
the review is limited by the search terms themselves; other 
constructs may be  related to both critical consciousness 
and wellbeing that add additional nuance to the findings. 
For example, the broader term civic engagement was not 
included in relation to critical consciousness, nor were well-
being outcomes that include specific substance use, like 
alcohol. Despite these limitations, clear trends and themes 
were evident from the current search, suggesting that stud-
ies identified through different mechanisms may align with 
existing findings.
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