Diversity and Voice: the Political Participation of Young People in the European Union

Abstract
There is widespread concern about declining public involvement in established democracies. Europeans are turning away from mainstream electoral politics towards new forms of political engagement. This is particularly the case for younger citizens. If young people are ‘reinventing political activism’ (Pippa Norris), in which forms of participation and in which countries is it most true? Drawing on data from the European Social Survey, the following article compares and contrasts young people’s politics in the fifteen old member states of the European Union. Youth engagement generally reflects a country’s civic-political culture. But there are significant differences in levels of youth participation, in ratios of youth participation (compared to the adult population as a whole), and in the relative popularity of different forms of political action. The United Kingdom stands out, however, with a disturbingly large gap between the political engagement of young people and older adults. 
Introduction
There is widespread concern about declining public involvement in established democracies (Putnam 2000; Macedo et al. 2005; Stoker 2006). Europeans vote less and are much less likely to be members of political parties than was the case thirty or forty years ago (Franklin 2004; van Biezen et al. 2012). These trends are clearest for young people (15 to 24 year olds in this study) (IDEA 1999; Fieldhouse et al. 2007):

‘Political disengagement is thought to affect all citizens but young people are believed to be particularly disillusioned about the major institutions of representative democracy, leaving them apathetic (at best) or alienated (at worst)’ (Norris 2003: 2).

And, the situation has been exacerbated by the global financial crisis and sovereign debt crises. Young Europeans have suffered from sharp increases in youth unemployment and have borne the brunt of cuts in public spending. 

However, young people are not apathetic. Participation in electoral politics has declined, but political participation as a whole is relatively healthy (Norris 2002; Dalton 2009). Over recent decades, young Europeans have increasingly turned to issue-based forms of engagement that have more meaning for their everyday lives (Norris 2003; Spannring et al. 2008; Sloam 2013). These forms of participation are often ‘non-electoral’ and ‘non-institutionalised’,
 and are sometimes categorised as ‘protest activities’.
 What marks out the current generation of young people from their predecessors are their diverse repertoires of political participation – from the ballot box, to student occupations, to online campaigns against corporate greed and global poverty – and their preference for engaging in issues on a case-by-case basis rather than embedding themselves within institutions (Norris 2002; Amnå and Ekman 2014). In this scenario, it is crucial to contextualise young people’s politics (Torney-Purta 2009), so that we can understand the differences between youth participation in different countries and between different types of political action (as well as identify common trends). 

Research into young people’s politics is particularly important, because it can provide a window into the future of our democracies (Hooghe 2004). Young citizens, during their transition to adulthood, are also more responsive to their socio-economic environment than older cohorts (Franklin 2004; Flanagan 2013), which is particularly relevant in the aftermath of the recent financial crisis. In 2011, the political activities of young Europeans filled the political landscape (Sloam 2014). In response to harsh economic conditions and public policy that seemed to favour older generations, young people took to the streets: from demonstrations against increased student tuition fees in the UK, to rallies of the ‘outraged young’ against youth unemployment and political corruption in Spain, Portugal and France, to the Occupy Movement against income inequalities and corporate greed (Kaldor and Selchow 2013). There was also a dark side to the resurgence in youth activism: a surge in support for nationalist parties (illustrated by the results of the 2014 European Parliament election), and the explosion of anger and frustration into violence amongst the most deprived groups (as witnessed in the 2011 riots in England) (Buhaug et al. 2011; Guardian/ LSE 2011).

A number of important studies have examined changes in youth participation across Europe and beyond (for example, Torney-Purta et al. 2001; Norris 2002 and 2003; Spannring et al. 2008; Dalton 2009). These studies have mostly focused on common trends. Nevertheless, it is also important to provide a more fine-grained analysis of changing patterns of participation. If young people are, in Pippa Norris’ (2002) words, ‘reinventing political activism’, in which forms of participation and in which countries is this most (or, indeed, least) true? Drawing on data from the European Social Survey, the article compares and contrasts the political participation of young people across the fifteen ‘old’ member states of the European Union (the EU15).
 Youth engagement generally reflects a country’s national civic-political culture. The UK is the clear exception to the rule. Here, 15 to 24 year olds participate less than the general population in all five forms of political action. But there are major differences in the political activities of young people across Europe: in the rate of youth participation, and in the relative popularity of different types of political activity. This has important implications for public policy. Efforts to strengthen youth engagement must pay attention to different modes of activity and the gap between youth participation and overall participation within each national context.
Diversity and Voice
Young people’s lives have changed remarkably over the past few decades. Transitions from youth to adulthood have become delayed and staggered (Arnett 2004; Flanagan et al. 2009). Young Europeans stay in education longer, enter full-time employment later, marry and have children at an older age than was the case in the late 1980s (European Commission 2009). During these transitions, young people potentially have more opportunities, but also face greater risks than previous generations (Beck 1992; Furlong and Cartmel 2007). Structural changes in the labour market have meant that there is no longer any real prospect of a job for life (Bennett 1998), whilst the breakdown of traditional social mores has led to identities that are shaped by fluid categories of class, community, ethnicity and culture (Bauman, 2000). Young people must constantly reinvent themselves economically and socially – from their CVs to their Facebook profiles – within a network society (Castells 2012). The consequences for political participation are profound: 

‘The complexity, insecurities and risk of marginalisation associated with young people’s transitions leads to a prolonged preoccupation with their personal development and career rather than public affairs’ (Spannring et al. 2008: 42).  
The individualisation of values and lifestyles that has taken place over the past few decades has led to the personalisation of politics and the emergence of ‘lifestyle politics’ (Giddens 1991; Inglehart and Welzel 2005). The political activities of young Europeans are defined much less by old industrial cleavages (for example, blue-collar workers voting for labour parties) than by their own experiences in and perceptions of democracy (Marsh et al. 2007; Dalton 2009) at home, in school or university, in their leisure time, or in work (Furlong and Cartmel 2007). When citizens do engage, they increasingly participate in personally meaningful causes guided by their own lifestyles and shifting social networks (Giddens 1991; Norris 2002; Bennett 2007).

The growth of issue-based lifestyle politics has supported a transition from politics to policy, whereby citizens, politicians and government officials have together shifted ‘the emphasis from democracy [and democratic participation] to good governance’ (Bang and Esmark 2009: 18). On the one hand, it may be viewed as a positive development, increasing the opportunities for citizen interaction with policy-makers through ‘small scale democracy’ (Goul-Anderson and Roβteutscher 2007). On the other hand, the emphasis on outputs (output legitimacy) has helped fuel the rise of managerialism in politics. Chadwick and May (2003) show, for example, how e-democracy was transformed from being perceived (by politicians) as a tool of democratic participation to being viewed as an instrument for efficient government (providing cheap and convenient online services). For young people, such a development is problematic, because ‘the managerial approach shared by most politicians does not offer young people ideals and values with which to identify’ (Spannring et al. 2008: 73).

The representative capacity of mainstream politicians and traditional political institutions has weakened significantly in recent decades (Schmidt 2004; Mair 2007). Young people are increasingly likely to be ‘critical citizens’, who support democratic ideals but are critical of the political system (Norris 1999). The sheer diversity of Generation Y, in terms of identity, values and interests, has made it harder for young people to express themselves through electoral politics (still largely structured by catch-all parties that reflect old industrial cleavages). Although the decline in voter turnout has been moderate in most European countries, the fall in support for mainstream parties of the centre-left and centre-right, in the membership of political parties and in party identification have been dramatic (Dalton and Wattenberg 2000; Franklin 2004; van Biezen et al. 2012). Young Europeans are less likely to participate in electoral politics than older cohorts, and they are more likely to engage in issue-based forms of participation (Klingemann and Fuchs 1995; Norris 2002 and 2003): including, signing petitions, participating in demonstrations, and internet activism (European Commission 2007).
 

Today’s young people can be characterised as ‘stand-by citizens’ (Amnå and Ekman 2014): citizens who are ‘project oriented and want to deal with common concerns concretely and personally rather than abstractly and ideologically’ (Bang, 2005: 168), and are ‘primed to act in issues that make them angry (low-wage labour used in the production of garments) or that they see influencing individuals in their own families (HIV/AIDS or poor schooling available to their siblings or unsafe streets in their neighborhoods)’ (Torney-Purta 2009: 196).
 

Methods

Studies of political participation have often focused on common trends in voting and alternative forms of engagement in individual countries (Putnam 2000; Pattie et al. 2004; Van Deth et al. 2007; Dalton 2009; Whiteley 2012) or across a number of democracies (Franklin 2004; Norris 2011; LeDuc et al. 2014). Research on youth participation, examining differences in participatory practices between younger and older citizens, has tended to follow this approach. However, it is important to remember that countries with different socio-economic circumstances and civic-political cultures can vary markedly in their patterns of participation (Almond and Verba 1963). Furthermore, it is important to examine which types of participation are most appealing to young Europeans. In previous studies, issue-based forms of engagement amongst young people are frequently bundled together as ‘protest politics’, when they may – in fact – be quite different types of political action.
 There is very little work on the variations in participatory practices between young people in different countries and the relative popularity of different modes of participation amongst younger citizens. The study attempts to address this imbalance in the existing literature.

The article investigates patterns of youth participation in electoral politics (voting) and in issue-based forms of political action (wearing or displaying a badge or sticker, signing a petition, joining a boycott, and participating in a demonstration) across the EU15. It looks at how rates of youth participation and ratios of youth participation vary across countries and modes of political activity. The existing literature suggests that we are likely to observe significant differences in rates of engagement across countries (see Norris Van Deth et al. 2007; Spannring et al. 2008; Norris 2011). It also suggests that ratios of participation (of young citizens compared to older citizens) will be higher in issue-based forms of engagement than in voting (Norris 2002; Dalton 2009). However, it is expected that patterns of youth participation will broadly reflect national practices, so that civic-political culture will determine differences in national rates of youth engagement. In this sense, I expect that the differences in participation between young adults and older adults might be explained by long-term ‘generational effects’ as opposed to a distinct generational rupture. 

The following section begins with a background analysis of the rates of youth participation (amongst 15 to 24 year olds) across the EU15 and across different modes of participation. Rates of youth participation are likely to vary significantly between individual countries and between diverse forms of political action. The existing literature says little about these differences between individual issue-based forms of engagement. However, young people in country A might boycott less, but demonstrate more than young people in country B. The background analysis of rates of youth political participation in the EU15 allows the article to test the common assumption that issue-based political action is more common amongst younger than older citizens. Hypothesis 1, therefore, states that: ratios of youth participation (the rate of youth participation divided by the rate of participation for all ages)
 are higher in issued-based forms of political action than in voting. The background analysis also facilitates a deeper examination of the relationship between younger and older generations across the EU15. Hypothesis 2 states that: if changes in political participation are simply the result of long-term trends shaped by a country’s civic-political culture, ratios of youth participation in individual countries are broadly similar (i.e. youth participation reflects national patterns of participation for all ages).
The article draws upon cumulative data from waves 1 to 5 (2002 to 2010) of the European Social Survey (ESS), to examine the political participation of young Europeans in five political activities. Given the limits of space, the five items that were selected were: associated with electoral politics (voting in the previous national parliament election);
 or issue-based (‘wearing or displaying a badge or sticker’, ‘signing a petition’, ‘joining a boycott’, ‘participating in a demonstration’).
 Clearly, it would have been preferable to investigate a broader range of participatory acts, but the five ESS items (of the eight recorded in the survey) provide an adequate overview of youth participation in each country. For practical reasons it was necessary to focus on only fifteen of the twenty eight EU member states, to allow for a meaningful comparison within the confines of a journal article. It also made sense, because most of the new member states (after 2004) were not included the first and second waves (2002-2004) of the ESS. 

The main disadvantage of examining the differences between countries and types of engagement is that it forces the researcher to zoom in on a smaller number of countries and modes of participation than might be possible in an analysis of broad trends. But the benefits of ESS integrated data outweigh the disadvantages. The size of the study (surveying over 16,000 15 to 24 year olds and over 130,000 respondents from fifteen upwards in the EU15 – see Tables 1 and 2, below) and the short time periods between each wave (every two years between 2002 and 2010) provide significant sample sizes of young people in each target country and mode of participation whilst avoiding distortion through short-term political events (such as national elections).

Results: the Political Participation of Young People in Europe 

The results of the analysis broadly confirm the story told by Pippa Norris (2002 and 2003), Russell Dalton (2008 and 2009) and others – that the current generation of young people is politically active, and has turned to issue-based forms of engagement. Voting remains the most common individual form of participation for young Europeans.
 But voting is much less common for young people than for older generations. The existing literature predicts that issue-based engagement is more common amongst today’s young people. The gap between rates of youth and overall adult participation is certainly reduced for signing a petition and joining a boycott than it is for voting (see Table 2, below). However, it is only the more overt forms of protest – wearing or displaying a badge or sticker and participating in a demonstration – that are clearly more popular for younger citizens (Table 2). Figure 1 shows that aggregate levels of youth participation in the five political activities are very high in Scandinavia (particularly Sweden) and France, and very low in the UK and Ireland and most of the Southern European states (Italy, Greece and Portugal). Other continental European democracies (Germany, Belgium, Austria and Luxembourg) have aggregate youth participation rates in close proximity to the EU15 mean.

A deeply nuanced picture emerges from the data (Table 1 and Figure 1). Across the EU15, we can see that youth turnout in national elections averages well over half – 58.9% - of those young people who were eligible to vote. Signing a petition was the most commonly practiced of the four issue-based forms of engagement – one in four young people (24.7%) claimed to have done so during the previous year. Wearing or displaying a badge or sticker, joining a boycott and participating in a demonstration were less common – little over one in ten 15 to 24 year olds had taken part in these political activities (11.1%, 14% and 14.2%, respectively).

TABLE 1 and FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE

The decline in voter turnout over recent decades was discussed above. However, youth turnout in national elections varies significantly across the EU15. In ten of the countries more than six in ten young people (who were eligible to vote) voted in the previous national parliament election. Youth turnout in Sweden and Belgium is close to eight in ten, more than twenty percent above the EU15 average (Table 1). The good result for Belgium must, in some part, be due to national rules on compulsory voting. In Sweden, the high turnout levels reflect high levels of youth engagement both in electoral and issue-based forms of engagement. In Austria, the Netherlands and Denmark youth turnout is close to seven in ten, and more than ten percentage points above the EU15 mean, demonstrating relatively high levels of engagement in the political system. The electoral participation of young people in three Southern European states – Italy, Spain and Greece – is within ten percent of the mean. However, in four countries youth turnout is disturbingly low. If we take France out of the equation,
 there is a huge gap in youth turnout between the top ten and the bottom four. In Portugal, Luxembourg, Ireland and the UK around four in ten young people vote. In the latter three states youth turnout is between thirty and forty percent below the EU15 average (Figure 1 and Table 1). 

The four issue-based forms of engagement studied in the article have often been examined together as ‘postmaterialist’ or ‘protest’ activities (Inglehart and Welzel 2005; Dalton 2008). As such, we would expect the wealthier Northern and Western European states to be more engaged in these political activities than the poorer Southern States. In general, this holds true. Four countries (Sweden, Denmark, Finland and France) are prominent in these modes of engagement (Figure 1 and Table 1). The three Scandinavian countries and France can all boast youth participation rates of more than twenty percent above the EU15 mean for wearing or displaying badges or stickers, signing petitions and joining boycotts (France and Denmark also score more than twenty percent above the mean for demonstrations). Four countries (Portugal, Greece, Italy, but also the more prosperous Netherlands) performed well below the average for badges or stickers, petitions and boycotts. Although there is a strong correlation between the four issue-based political activities,
 national patterns of participation vary across each mode of engagement. It is particularly the case for demonstrations. There were a number of countries where signing a petition was relatively common (46.2 percent in Sweden, 29.2 percent in the UK), but taking part in a demonstration was relatively rare (10.3 percent in Sweden, 3 percent in the UK). Conversely, young people in Spain and Italy were about half as likely to join boycotts as the EU15 average (7.6 percent and 7.2 percent, respectively), but featured in the top five countries for participating in demonstrations (25.3 percent and 15.7 percent). Thus, it could be argued that countries ‘specialise’ in certain issue-based forms of political engagement – for example, petitions in the UK and demonstrations in Spain and Luxembourg.

Therefore, rates of youth participation vary significantly across the EU15 and across the five modes of engagement. However, political participation is also more nuanced than the existing literature would suggest. As we shall see below, this is because youth participation is shaped by indigenous participatory cultures, which are – in turn – moulded by diverse political institutions, traditions of democratic engagement and socio-economic circumstances. Nevertheless, it is possible to distinguish distinctive clusters amongst the fifteen countries. Figure 2, below, suggests four clusters of youth participation relating to voting and aggregate levels of participation in the four issue-based forms of political action: four countries in which levels of engagement are moderate to high for voting and high in issue-based forms of engagement (Sweden, Denmark, Finland and France);
 four countries in which levels of engagement are moderate to high in electoral politics and moderate in issue-based political activities and close to the EU average for both (Belgium, Austria, Germany and Spain); three countries in which levels of engagement are moderate to high for electoral politics but low for issue-based modes of engagement (Greece, Italy and the Netherlands); and, three countries in which engagement in electoral politics is very low and engagement in issue-based political activities is moderate (Ireland, the UK and – to a lesser extent – Luxembourg) (Figure 2, below). We might label these groups as Nordic, Central European, South European and Anglo-Celtic, respectively (illustrated as squares, diamonds, triangles and circles, respectively, in Figure 2) although each group contains one geographical anomaly. Portugal is something of an outlier. Young Portuguese engage at comparatively low levels in both categories of engagement.

FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE

Hypothesis 1 suggests that youth participation is higher (in relation to the general population) in issue-based forms of engagement than in electoral politics. Figure 3 and Table 2 show this to be true (on average) across the EU15. Young Europeans, who were eligible to vote at the previous national parliament elections, were significantly less likely to turn out than older citizens: 59 percent compared to an average of 83 percent for all ages – a participation ratio of 0.71. The ratio of youth participation is higher for the four issued-based forms of engagement, but there are major differences in the extent to which these modes of engagement are oriented towards today’s young people. 15 to 24 year olds are actually less likely to join a boycott than older citizens (14 percent compared to 16.9 percent, participation ratio 0.83). And, youth participation rates for signing a petition are almost identical (24.7 percent for younger citizens and 24.5 percent for all ages, participation ratio 1.01). Perhaps unsurprisingly, it is the more overt forms of protest that are much more common for younger citizens. 15 to 24 year olds were almost one and a half times as likely to wear or display a badge or sticker than the average for all ages (11.1 percent to 7.8 percent, participation ratio 1.43). Participating in a demonstration was comfortably the most youth-oriented of the five political activities (14.2 percent to 8.3 percent, participation ratio 1.72).

FIGURE 3 AND TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE

Hypothesis 2 states that youth participation should, in general, mirror political participation for all ages (following a country’s participatory culture). Therefore, we might expect ratios of youth participation to vary less than rates of youth participation across the EU15 states. Hypothesis 2 was, again, broadly confirmed (see Figure 4 and Table 2). Thus, the countries with the three highest turnout levels – Belgium, Denmark and Sweden – were also in the top three for youth turnout. Indeed, ten of the EU15 states have similar ratios of youth participation for voting in national parliament elections: ranging from 0.88 to 0.72. However, it appears that countries with very low levels of youth turnout (the UK, Ireland, Luxembourg, and – to a slightly lesser extent – Portugal) also have very low ratios of participation (ranging from 0.59 down to 0.48). In these countries eligible 18 to 24 year olds were about half as likely to vote as the general population. This may suggest a generational trend towards voter apathy, but also – as Fieldhouse et al. (2007) have argued – that voter turnout has the potential to fall off dramatically amongst low participation groups.

FIGURE 4 HERE

As with voting, the participation ratios for the issue-based forms of engagement were similar for most EU15 countries. Seven countries had participation ratios within ten percent of the mean of 1.25. However, high rates of youth participation were not as important in predicting high ratios of youth participation (suggesting that traditional, national patterns of engagement were less relevant in these types of political action).
 Therefore, whilst the highest ratios of participation were found in Denmark and Finland (1.52 and 1.5, respectively) (where rates of participation are high), the next highest ratios were found in Portugal and Greece (1.39 and 1.38, respectively) (where rates of participation are low) (see Table 2). So, there was no real pattern to be found in rich versus poor countries or high participation versus low participation countries. In Denmark and Finland, young people were one and half times as likely to take part in these four political activities as the general population. In the countries with the second, third and fourth worst ratios, Italy, Belgium and Spain (1.06, 1.09 and 1.1, respectively), young people were marginally more likely to take part in these modes of engagement than the general population. However, the UK is a clear exception – it is the only country where youth participation in these issue-based forms engagement is less than (with a participation ratio of 0.8, twenty percent below!) the rate of participation for all ages.

The overall picture of ratios of youth participation is an interesting one. Unlike with rates of youth participation (Figure 2), the EU15 countries are not clustered in distinctive groups, but rather clustered around the EU15 mean. This broadly confirms Hypothesis 2 – that youth participation tends to follow national patterns of participation, so that the ratios of youth participation are relatively similar (Figure 4). The clear outlier is the UK which, with very low ratios of participation, appears to be suffering something of an intergenerational rupture in political participation – both in voting and in the four issued-based forms of engagement examined in the study. 

Conclusion and Discussion

The political participation of young Europeans is increasingly defined by diverse repertoires of participation. These diverse repertoires of participation reflect the fluid identities and lifestyles of these young people. Thus, the recent protests of the ‘outraged young’ against youth unemployment, the increasing costs of higher education, political corruption and corporate greed is explained by the impact these issues had on young people’s everyday lives. In general terms, young people are significantly less engaged in electoral forms of politics than older generations. This was not always the case, and marks a general trend away from traditional forms of politics (in particular, voting and party membership) towards issue-based forms of civic and political engagement. Amnå and Ekman’s (2014) concept of the standby citizen neatly captures the Zeitgeist. Whilst voting and political parties remain essential for our political systems – and, across Europe, many more 18 to 24 year olds vote than abstain from the political process – young people have turned to alternative forms of political action. The article has looked at wearing or displaying badges or stickers, signing petitions, joining boycotts and participating in demonstrations, but these modes of engagement represent only a small fraction of the ‘dazzling array of personal action frameworks’ (Bennett and Segerberg 2013: 36) that exist in contemporary democracies.

Thus, we have witnessed a significant change in the orientation of political participation – from politics, through issues, to policy. And, without major efforts to encourage and facilitate issue-based engagement between politicians and the public, we face the prospect of what Peter Mair (2007) described as the ‘hollowing out’ of representative democracy in Europe. In the UK, where the disjuncture between youth participation and participation for all ages is at its greatest, it is no coincidence that levels of contact between young people and politicians and officials are frighteningly low – about a third of the rate of the general adult population (Sloam 2013). 

The results show that rates of youth participation vary significantly across EU15 countries and different modes of participation. However, the patterns of youth participation are more nuanced across both countries and modes of participation than the existing literature suggests. The EU15 countries were divided into four groups or clusters – Nordic, Central European, South European and Anglo-Celtic. The Nordic cluster (Sweden, Denmark, Finland and also France) were characterised by moderate to high voter turnout and high levels of engagement in issue-based forms of engagement. The Central European cluster (Austria, Belgium, Germany and also Spain) were close to the EU15 average for both categories of youth participation. The Southern European cluster (Greece, Italy, and also the Netherlands) had moderate to high levels of engagement for electoral politics, but comparatively low participation rates for issue-based forms of political action. In the Anglo-Celtic cluster (Ireland, the UK and – to a lesser extent – Luxembourg), very low levels of voter turnout and moderate rates of engagement for issue-based political activities were observed. With low levels of youth participation in both categories of engagement, Portugal is an interesting case. Young Portuguese participate at about half the rate of young Spaniards across the eight items recorded in the ESS (Sloam 2014). These low levels of engagement can be explained by a number of factors, including socio-economic circumstances (including high levels of income inequality and youth unemployment) and – despite recent youth protests against political corruption and youth unemployment – a weak culture of civic and political engagement (Fernandes 2012; Estanque et al. 2013).

The five participatory clusters bear an interesting resemblance to three worlds of welfare capitalism identified by Esping-Anderson (1990) and to the socio-political value clusters described by Tilley (2002), Inglehart (1997) and Inglehart and Welzel (2005). There are obvious reasons why we would expect these clusters to emerge. Tilly (2002: 251) explains that: ‘Individuals in countries with shared histories and languages and similar levels of economic development (and to some extent geographical proximity) do have beliefs that often coincide’. The same can be said with respect to political participation. In non-electoral and issue-based forms of engagement resources are particularly important (Verba et al. 1995). Thus, the countries where youth participation is lowest – in order, Italy, Greece, Ireland, the UK and Portugal – are also the countries where income inequalities and child poverty are amongst the highest. In our case, Eurostat figures show that a country’s level of income inequality (Gini Coefficient) and rate of child poverty are strongly correlated with youth participation. Indeed these factors are much more important than a country’s wealth (GDP per capita).

The results broadly confirmed that ratios of youth participation are higher in issued-based forms of political engagement than in voting (young people are more active than older citizens in these modes of engagement – Hypothesis 1). However, participating in a demonstration and displaying a badge or sticker are clearly more youth-oriented political activities than signing a petition or joining a boycott. The article also finds that ratios of youth participation in individual countries are very similar (youth participation tends to reflect national patterns of participation for all ages – Hypothesis 2), which suggests that changing repertoires of youth participation are the results of long-term trends and are largely defined by a country’s existing pattern of political engagement. The UK is the clear outlier. Here, the overall ratio of participation is disproportionately low (0.66 compared to the EU15 average of 0.98). Political participation for all age groups in the UK is close to the EU15 average, but youth participation is second from bottom (above only Portugal). This suggests a generational rupture in political participation, which may be due to the lack of opportunities for political expression (for example, the relatively small number of ‘competitive’ political parties) and influencing the political process (policy-making is particularly centralised in the UK) and the increasingly large impact of economic inequalities on political participation (IPPR 2013).  

Given the similarity in ratios of youth participation, it is clear that youth participation is strongly influenced by the civic-political culture of a particular country. Thus, ratios of youth participation are similar across the EU15 irrespective of whether a country has a high or low rate of youth participation. Portugal is the prime example. Young Portuguese are least likely to participate in these five modes of political participation. Yet, the ratio of youth participation is above the EU15 average. Political opportunity structures are crucial in determining the nature of young people’s politics. For example, it could be argued that youth turnout in UK general elections is so low (compared to other countries and older generations of Britons), because of the first-past-the-post electoral system. This gives smaller parties little opportunity of political representation. So, voter turnout amongst young Britons may be particularly low, but young voters in other EU15 countries have turned away from mainstream political parties: to Green parties such as Germany’s Bündnis 90/Die Grünen; populist parties such as Beppe Grillo’s Five Star Movement in Italy; the far-left e.g. Syriza in Greece; or, the many far-right parties that have polled well amongst 18-24 year olds, including the French National Front and the Austrian Freedom Party. The case of the UK, with by far the lowest ratio of youth participation, is interesting. According to ESS data, ‘political interest’ amongst young Britons is actually above the EU15 mean, which strongly suggests that the problem is related to the supply of politics and a lack of ‘external efficacy’
 (see Stoker 2006; Hay 2007).

This is not to say that low levels of participation or even low ratios of participation necessarily equate to a lack of interest in politics (see the UK case above) or even weak citizenship. The political acts recorded here are by no means exhaustive. ESS data shows that in the Netherlands, despite its relatively poor performance in this study, many young people work for other organisations and associations (beyond political parties) for a civic or political cause. Although Ireland appears near the bottom in the table of youth participation, young Irish citizens have a relatively high rate of contact with government, party and local officials. In the UK, young people may not be very engaged in the five political acts tested in the article, but have contributed to a recent boom in volunteering (particularly within and around universities), turning away from anything that might be labelled as ‘politics’ to other forms of civic action. Conversely, high levels of youth participation may mask weaknesses in a political system such as high levels of support for anti-system parties. This reminds us that there may also be a dark side to political engagement (see Fiorina 1999).
The article argues that we need to be much more precise about what we are looking at in the field of political participation: the country involved and the mode of participation. Future research should try to explain why national variations exist. The research presented here provides only a starting point – ‘more detail about the contexts in which young people live needs to be provided’ (Torney-Purta 2009: 834). The diversity of participation across countries and within countries has important implications for public policy. Efforts to strengthen youth engagement must address particular modes of activity and the gap between youth participation and overall participation within each national context. There needs to be a careful consideration of why young people do not participate in some forms of political engagement (the UK example shows us that we need to be mindful of the supply of politics), and why they do get involved in many other forms of political action. 
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20 40

<

60

”» o

80

100

Aggregate Rates of Participation in Issue-Based Forms of Engagement

Source: European Social Survey, Waves 1-5 (2002-2010)

= Sweden WDenmark M France 2= Finland

# EUaverage @ Luxembourg A Netherlands A Italy

© Austria

A Greece

© Belgium
@ reland

* Germany
o UK

* Spain

X Portugal

120




[image: image3.png]90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10
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Table 1: Youth Participation in Civic and Political Engagement across EU15

	
	Vote in national election
	Display badge/ sticker
	Sign petition
	Join boycott
	Participate in demonstration
	Aggregate Score

	Sweden
	79.2
	21.2
	46.2
	28.2
	10.3
	185

	Denmark
	69.2
	14
	35.1
	17
	19.6
	155

	France
	51.7
	19
	33.4
	21.8
	26.6
	153

	Finland
	62.5
	19.1
	32.9
	32.4
	5
	152

	Austria
	66.5
	12.9
	23.3
	17.5
	13
	133  

	Belgium
	78.5 
	8.8
	29.4
	7.6
	9.5
	134

	Germany
	64.8
	7.4
	27.4
	17.2
	15
	132

	Spain
	61.8
	11.3
	22.4
	7.6
	25.3
	128

	Luxembourg
	37.4
	7.8
	22.1
	12.6
	35.6
	116

	Netherlands
	67.8
	6.4
	21.2
	8.6
	4.6
	109

	Italy
	64.7
	10.5
	9.8
	7.2
	15.7
	108

	Greece
	62.4
	4.3
	5.1
	10
	12
	94

	Ireland
	36.9
	11.2
	25.8
	9.2
	10.1
	93

	UK
	36.5
	8.9
	29.2
	9.7
	3
	87

	Portugal
	43.5
	4.4
	6.6
	2.8
	7.1
	64

	EU15 average
	58.9
	11.1
	24.7
	14
	14.2
	123


Source: European Social Survey cumulative data, waves 1-5 (2002-2010)

Table 2: Ratios of Youth Participation in the EU15 (youth participation rates compared to participation rates for all ages)

	
	Vote in national election
	Display badge or sticker
	Sign petition
	Join boycott
	Participate in demonstration
	Non-Electoral forms of Participation* 
	Average Ratio of Participation (of voting and non-electoral participation)

	Finland 
	0.77
	1.25
	1.16
	1.10
	2.50
	1.5
	1.14

	Denmark
	0.75
	1.69
	1.12
	0.71
	2.55
	1.52
	1.13

	Sweden
	0.88
	1.39
	1.05
	0.83
	1.69
	1.24
	1.06

	Austria
	0.79
	1.63
	0.97
	0.85
	1.86
	1.33
	1.06

	Greece
	0.72
	1.48
	1.16
	1
	1.88
	1.38
	1.06

	France
	0.68
	1.70
	1.04
	0.79
	1.77
	1.33
	1

	Germany
	0.80
	1.54
	0.89
	0.69
	1.69
	1.2
	1

	Netherlands
	0.81
	1.52
	0.92
	0.87
	1.44
	1.19
	1

	Portugal
	0.59
	1.26
	1.25
	1.08
	1.97
	1.39
	0.99

	Belgium
	0.87
	1.21
	1.09
	0.72
	1.32
	1.09
	0.98

	Spain
	0.76
	1.38
	1
	0.75
	1.27
	1.1
	0.93

	Luxembourg
	0.52
	1.39
	0.92
	0.86
	2.07
	1.31
	0.92

	Italy
	0.73
	1.27
	0.61
	0.94
	1.41
	1.06
	0.9

	Ireland
	0.48
	1.51
	1.19
	0.80
	1.53
	1.26
	0.87

	UK
	0.51
	1.17
	0.81
	0.42
	0.79
	0.8
	0.66

	EU15
	0.71
	1.43
	1.01
	0.83
	1.72
	1.25
	0.98


Source: European Social Survey cumulative data, waves 1-5 (2002-2010)
* Display badge or sticker, sign petition, join boycott, participate in demonstration.[image: image5][image: image6]
� Marien et al. (2010), Stolle and Hooghe (2011) and Sloam (2013) refer to ‘non-electoral’ and ‘non-institutionalised’ forms of participation. These terms are problematic for the political activities looked at in the study. One could, for example, wear or display a badge or sticker in support of a political party as part of an electoral campaign. A political party could, equally, organise a petition. Conversely, demonstrations could be, and often are, organised by trade unions. 


� Ronald Inglehart (Inglehart 1997; Inglehart and Welzel 2005) and others (Dalton 2008) categorise petitions, boycotts and demonstrations as ‘protest activities’, which is somewhat misleading. According to European Social Survey data, there is a significant correlation between political trust (in parliament and politicians) and signing a petition (higher than for voting!), but no such correlation between political trust and participating in a demonstration. It suggests that demonstrations are much more characteristic of protest behaviour than petitions.


� ‘EU15’ refers to the fifteen member states of the European Union prior to Eastern enlargement in 2004: namely, Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom.


� World Values Survey/ European Values Study data show that signing petitions, joining boycotts and participating in demonstrations have increased by more than fifty percent in the United States and Europe since the early 1980s (Sloam 2014).


� However, it is important to note that these issue-based forms of engagement also tend to be more demanding of citizens’ resources (time, money, democratic skills) and favour young people from privileged backgrounds – particularly those who go on to higher education (Sander and Putnam 2010; Marien et al. 2010; Sloam 2013).


� See footnote 2.


� ‘All ages’, with regard to the ESS, means respondents from fifteen years upwards.


� The article does not examine party membership for three reasons. The ESS asks respondents whether they are ‘members of a party or action group’. So the question does not refer exclusively to party membership. Second, the number of young people who answer yes to this question is so low in some countries that the item becomes unreliable. Finally, voting is such an integral (and popular) form of democratic engagement that it deserves to be placed in its own category (alongside the issue-based forms of engagement).


� For a more extensive battery of political activities, see Van Deth et al.’s (2007) study of ‘Citizenship Involvement in European Democracies’ and Pattie et al.’s (2004) study of active citizenship in the UK. 


� In other international datasets, the sample size for 15 to 24 year olds is very small in comparison with the ESS, making the analysis of low participation activities (such as joining a boycott) in individual countries unreliable. By contrast, the median number of 15 to 24 year olds in each EU15 country in ESS cumulative data (EU15, waves 1-5) is over 1,000 (n=1058).


� Voting is the most common individual form of participation as it is tested in most major surveys. However, survey data tends to overplay the relative frequency of voting in national elections, because the question usually refers to voting in the last national legislative election (which normally take place just once every four or five years). And, as we already know, turnout in sub-national and European elections tends to be much lower – see Hix and Marsh 2007. By contrast, the data records whether respondents have worn or displayed a badge or sticker, signed a petition, joined a boycott, or participated in a demonstration over the previous twelve months. So, each young person may well have taken part in one of these alternative forms of engagement several times over the electoral cycle. 


� Youth turnout in France is, in any case, under-recorded. The data on national elections in the ESS refer to national legislative elections. In France, turnout in parliamentary elections is significantly lower than turnout in presidential elections.


� See footnote 2.


� Note the underplaying of youth turnout figures for France in ESS data (see footnote 11).


� The greater variation of ratios of participation in issue-based forms of participation than in voting is not that surprising. After all, these forms of engagement might be ‘newer’ in some countries than others (especially the less established Southern democracies). So, higher ratios of participation might signal a general trend towards these forms engagement, whilst lower ratios of participation might signal the levelling out of these forms of engagement (amongst different age groups) over time.


� ‘External efficacy’ refers to the ability to get things done or the opportunities to achieve one’s political goals. Lack of opportunity to express political voice may be a defining problem within a very centralised system of public policy making.
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