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1. Introduction 

The 20th anniversary of the European Charter on the Participation of Young People 
in Local and Regional Life 2012 and the youth protest demonstrations and youth 
violence in many European countries, such as in Spain, Greece, Italy, Great Britain, 
France, Bulgaria and Russia in 2011 and 2012 are framing this report on youth in 
Europe. 

The report’s main task is to review the state of youth participation in Europe and 
ask the question: what’s going wrong? This scientific report is grounded on the 
central theoretical and analytical perspective that any interpretation and evaluation of 
the political interest and participation of young people has to take into account the 
general situation of young people in European societies. It is based on a review of 
statistical data, scientific research and official policy documents and describes the 
situation of youth in Europe (Countries of the European Union as well as of the 47 
Council of Europe Member States).1 

2. The situation of European Youth in an ageing society in crisis 

2.1 The social and democratic implications of an ageing society for the 
situation of the younger generations 

The social and demographic structure of European societies is facing serious 
changes. Both the ageing and the impending decline of population can be observed. 
This goes back to the higher life-expectations and the lower fertility rate in most 
European countries. 

The age group of young people between 15 and 29 years represents just a fifth of 
the today’s general population of Europe with a projected share for 2050 of not more 
than 15%. The projections for 2050 indicate that the old age dependency ratio2 will 
nearly double. The number of economically inactive people over 65 will then 
represent more than 50% of the number of 15-64 year olds (European Commission, 
2009, p. 10). 

This indicates that society is reshaping and that younger generations in particular 
will have to face the subsequent economic and social changes. Youth will be 
confronted with higher burdens, concerning the financial transfer to the older 
generations. Furthermore, when young people will become a minority in an ageing 
society, their influence within the democratic system will certainly decrease. Youth 
related subjects and needs may lose weight in political debates and the decision-
making process which is oriented towards majorities. The perceived political 
marginalization could lead to political frustration and distrust among the young people 
(Sloam, 2011c) (see also article 3). 

 

 

                                            
1 We have used only comparative data to describe the situation of youth in Europe. Data were not 
available for all countries. We want to thank Jean-Claude Zeimet, Dieter Ferring and Joanne Hunting 
for their helpful comments. 
2 The dependency ratio is an age-population ratio of those typically not in the labour force and those 
typically in the labour force. The old-age dependency ratio is the ratio of the number of elderly persons 
at an age when they are generally economically inactive divided by the number of persons of working 
age. 



4 
 

2.2 The increasing importance of education and training 

Education and training have gained importance in today’s knowledge-based 
economy. The globalized economy requires a high-skilled working force and people 
which are “able to renew their skills continuously through lifelong learning so as to 
secure employment over time, and participate and integrate fully in a changing 
society.” (European Commission, 2009, p. 15). 

This trend is reflected by the number of young people enrolled in tertiary 
education or holding higher educational degrees that has risen continuously during 
the last years. The number of tertiary students in the European Union has increased 
to almost 19 million in 2006 (an increase by 25% since 1998). The number of 
graduates has risen considerably as well. In 2006 there were 1 million more 
graduates per year than in 2000 (European Commission, 2009, p. 18). 

Today the share of young people with high educational qualification is as high as 
by no generation before. Data show that “29% of young Europeans aged between 25 
and 29 have completed higher education, against 18% of the population aged 
between 55 and 59. The same trend exists for secondary education: slightly more 
than 50% of the 25-29 age group has finished secondary education compared to 
42% of the 55-59 age group” (European Commission, 2009, p. 22). European youths 
are prepared to meet the challenges of the globalized labour markets in the 21st 
century and show a high readiness and willingness to invest in good education and 
qualification. 

Nevertheless, higher qualification does not automatically lead to an easier and 
secure integration into the labour market. Young people are faced with a quite 
paradoxical situation: Although young people are on average better qualified than 
older employees, their chances to secure a position corresponding with their 
qualifications have lowered in comparison to earlier generations (Hadjar & Becker, 
2006). 

On the one hand this is attributable to the fact that an expansion of education 
leads to an inflation and devaluation of higher qualifications (Willems et al., 2011). 

But on the other hand there are two more important factors to explain the 
endangered transition into the labour market: the recent economic crisis that causes 
many job losses, and the changing recruitment policy of business companies. This 
policy is characterized by a reduction of permanent job contracts and an increase of 
fixed-term contracts. These trends have exacerbated youth’s transitions into a stable 
job dramatically; it becomes obvious by the increase of non-standard forms of work 
such as fixed-term contracts, temporary agency work or part-time work (European 
Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2011b, p. 12). 
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2.3 Changing transitions from school - to - work and higher risks 

Taking up gainful employment is considered to be a crucial step in young people’s 
personal development and identity formation, and is an important basis for securing 
one’s livelihood, participating and positioning oneself in society. For young people in 
modern societies, integration into the labour market is one of the key development 
tasks on their way to autonomy and independence (Willems et al., 2011). 

The revised European Social Charter underscores that “everyone shall have the 
opportunity to earn his living in an occupation freely entered upon” and that 
everybody has the right to work (Council of Europe - Conseil d'Europe, 1996). 

Today’s youth transitions to work and adult life are more difficult. Compared to 
former decades, it takes longer to establish independent households; many young 
people even in their twenties are economically reliant on their families and their social 
networks. Failing transitions with repeated phases of unemployment in many cases 
lead to a cooling out of motivations, aspirations and of hope for a better future 
(Bradley & Devadason, 2008). 

These higher risks for young people’s integration into the labour market are 
strongly related to structural and individual factors as well. On the one hand the 
situation on the labour market has changed radically. The labour market’s 
flexibilization, job losses and the higher qualification demands for employment make 
a secure and permanent integration of young people more difficult (see article 2.2). 
On the individual level it’s first and foremost the lack of educational degrees or a 
rather low educational level of a minority of young people that leads to difficulties. 
The chance to gain access to stable employment is considerably reduced for young 
people with low qualification or without any educational degree; but it has become 
difficult even for an increasing number of highly qualified young people. 

2.4 A generation between unemployment and precarious jobs 

2.4.1 The increase of youth unemployment in Europe 

The rate of youth unemployment is the key indicator to describe the problematic 
situation of young people. Figure 1 shows that until 2007 the youth unemployment 
rate remained quite stable or even declined for most European countries. This 
development can partially be explained by the creation of thousands of new jobs 
created in the EU between 1996 and 2006 (European Foundation for the 
Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2011b, p. 12).  

However, since 2008 a substantial increase in youth unemployment can be observed 
in Europe. On the European Union level, the average rate is at 21.4% and the overall 
number of young unemployed reached an historic high of 5.5 million in 2011. 
Nevertheless, significant differences between countries have to be considered. 
Whereas the Netherlands (7.6%) and Germany (8.5%) record a youth unemployment 
rate below the 10% mark, many European countries are reporting a rate well above 
20%. For some countries in severe economic crisis, unprecedented peaks can be 
observed; the highest in Spain with a share of 46.4%, followed by Greece (2011: 
32.8%), Italy (31.0%) and Portugal (29.2%).  
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Thus in total, even before the crisis hit, at least one in five young people – and 
many more in some countries – were at risk of experiencing poor employment 
prospects.” (OECD, 2010, p. 13).  

The fact, that non-standard jobs on average pay less than standard jobs is to be 
considered as a further disadvantage. According to data for the EU25 younger 
workers face the highest risk of in-work poverty (9%), followed by workers aged 25–
54 years (8%) and older workers (7%). This can be explained by the fact that young 
people often start their careers with low-paid jobs (European Foundation for the 
Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2010, p. 6). 

 

2.5 Coping with insecurities and risks – reactions of young people 

How do young people cope with these difficulties? The experience of unemployment, 
job insecurity and precarious social integration can lead to demotivation, low self-
esteem or “cooling out” (the downgrading of aspirations or resignation). 

Prause & Dooley (2011, p. 70) refer to further effects on the level of well-being: 
“Underemployment often leads to significantly lower self-esteem as well as increases 
in psychological distress, physical health symptoms, alcohol symptoms, and criminal 
behaviors among youth.”  

But young people show different personal reactions or coping strategies: between 
a) frustration and passive apathy, b) compromising adaptation and increased 
investment and c) active or even hostile rebellion against the formal institutions of the 
transition system (Du Bois-Reymonds, Plug, Stauber, Pohl, & Walther, 2006). 

The way young people cope with the strained situation on the labour market is on 
a macro level influenced by the socio-political culture and structures of the countries, 
on a micro level by their educational resources and their social background. Du Bois-
Reymonds et al. (2006) thus distinguish between the groups of “disadvantaged” and 
the so-called “trend-setters”. The first-mentioned have disengaged in the formal 
transition system and are de-motivated. The second-mentioned stand for the 
‘winners’ of the post-fordist flexibilization of labour markets and individualisation of life 
courses. “They do carve out new patterns which redefine concepts of learning, 
working and dealing with risks and uncertainties.” (Du Bois-Reymonds et al., 2006, 
p. 5). In periods of high unemployment rates, the return into or the stay in the 
educational system may be a promising choice for young people as well. Many young 
graduated that appreciate their job prospects as bad, are expected to extend their 
educational career (e.g. to aim for a higher degree). So job seeking is shunted to a 
later time and the higher degree enhances future chances on the job market. 
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3. Social and political participation of young people 

In his book “Bowling alone” (Putnam, 2000) Robert Putnam identified a general 
decline of social capital, political interest, civic engagement and participation in 
Western democracies. His analysis of the American society has been widely 
accepted as a valid description of the problems and challenges of European 
democracies as well, but has also lead to a critical revaluation of European 
participation culture. 

3.1 Distrust and low political engagement in established forms of politics 

Traditionally the indicators used to measure political participation are voting turnout, 
membership in political parties, interest in politics and trust in political institutions. In 
most of the reviewed studies these more conventional forms of participation show a 
decline especially among young people. 

3.1.1 Declining voter turnout in elections 

A first indicator for conventional political participation is voter turnout. International 
and European studies show that the voting rates at national elections vary hugely 
across OECD and also across European countries. The OECD finds a general trend 
to declining voter turnout in the last generation (OECD, 2011a). An analysis of the 
elections since the Second World War in West European countries shows a clear 
downward trend in turnout for some countries (Portugal, the Netherlands, France, 
Austria, Finland, Italy, the United Kingdom), whereas most of the countries (except 
the Scandinavian ones) register ups and downs (Rose, 2004, p. 19). 

A fact that cannot be denied is the lower likelihood of younger people to vote 
compared to older people in nearly all the OECD countries (Fieldhouse, Tranmer, & 
Russell, 2007; OECD, 2011a, p. 96). A recent study on young people in the 
European Union shows that two out of ten young people up to the age of 30 stated in 
2010 that they hadn’t voted in a political election at the local, national or EU level in 
the past three years (The Gallup Organization, 2011). 

The data of the European Social Survey for 2010 show an overall percentage of 
37% of young people who didn’t vote at the last national elections. The voter turnout 
for the electors aged less than 30 years is significantly lower than for all the voters of 
which only 23% didn’t vote. In every country (except for Belgium)5 the voting turnout 
of the youngest age group was below the one of the elder age groups (see figure 6). 

In spite of these trends young people still think that voting is the most effective 
way to participate (Institute for Social Research and Analysis, 2005, p. 222). On 2nd 
and 3rd place they put media attention and work in NGOs, just before the work in a 
political party. To sign a petition and to participate in demonstrations is effective for 
one out of three young people. Illegal and violent protest is for the great majority of 
young people no effective way to participate. 

                                            
5Belgium and Luxembourg have compulsory voting. 
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3.2 The changing nature of young people’s political participation 

Despite of their decreasing conventional political participation, young people in 
Europe still engage in democratic and civic behaviour and they still believe in 
democratic values. They have their own views on politics, society and social 
problems and engage in different forms of democratic activities appropriate to their 
own understanding of democracy and citizenship (Schneider & Willems, 2009). In this 
chapter we want to show that young people still identify with their society and that 
they are prepared to engage. 

3.2.1 Cause- and lifestyle-oriented forms of political engagement of 
young people 

A lot of authors emphasize the changing forms of citizenship emerging especially 
among young people. Young people are not political apathetic; recent research 
shows that they practice various new forms of civic citizenship and engagement. 
Young people practice more “engaged citizenship” (Dalton, 2008) and “cause-
oriented activism” (Norris, 27-28th 2003). 

These new forms are based on young people’s values, identities and lifestyles. 
“Young people (…) have become more defined by (increasingly) diverse lifestyles, 
identities and values, and (…) this is reflected by repertoires of civic and political 
engagement that are issue-based, oriented towards issue groups and public policy” 
(Sloam, 2011c, p. 19). The politics young people are practicing are more 
personalised, individualized and informal (Hooghe, 2004; Sloam, 2011b; Sloam, 
2011a; Stolle & Hooghe, 2005). Young people prefer horizontal forms of participation 
like the internet, issue-based participation like signing petitions or spontaneous 
attending of demonstrations and consumer activism like making shopping decisions 
based on political considerations. 

Spannring concludes that the individual forms of participation are attractive for 
young people because “they do not demand long term commitment and do not 
endanger the integrity of the individual by imposing ideologies or demanding loyalty 
to an organisation’s aims and methods” (Spannring, 2008, p. 82). Young people do 
know that these forms are not always effective; nevertheless they are individual 
statements of their political positioning that reflect their ideals, values and interests.  

There is a broad discussion about the role of Internet and the new communication 
technologies concerning civic engagement and political participation of young people: 
Some see young people as “digital natives” who are the first to engage in new forms 
of participation by the usage of social media (Bennett, Wells, & Freelon, 2011). 
Hirzalla & van Zoonen (2011) show that online and offline participation activities are 
linked. Others point out that the web based participation instruments are often not 
targeted at the politically unengaged young people: Web pages are often designed 
for those who are already politically engaged (Banaji & Buckingham, 2010). Milner 
(2009) points out that the digital technologies can have a positive influence on 
political knowledge and activity, if young people have the skills to use them. But they 
could also widen the gap between different social classes. 

 

3.2.2 High social engagement and civic participation of young people 

Concerning social capital of young people, recent studies (EVS/WVS 9 , ESS 10 , 
Eurobarometer) do not show a intergenerational decline of membership in non-

                                            
9 EVS: European Values Study ; WVS: World Values Study 
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of participation where participation is limited and defined by the establishment 
(Zentner, 2011, p. 47). Critical voices of the younger generations regard many 
participatory opportunities as instruments to control children and young people and 
not to give them full political power. If young people don’t feel to be an active part of 
the political process, they will find other ways to make their voices heard (Furlong 
& Cartmel, 2011, p. 26; Sloam, 2011a, pp. 4–5). Some authors explain the recent 
demonstrations, protests or riots of young people in many European and Council of 
Europe countries as their answer to a political system that doesn’t really give them 
their share of power and full citizenship. 

4. Fostering integration, sharing power, offering responsibilities - 
towards a greater political participation of the young generation 
 

As the UN Charta on children rights declares we acknowledge that all children and 
youths are born with civil, political, social and economic rights. Their entitlement to 
act as citizens, to participate and to be involved in democratic decision making does 
not depend on their future contributions to society. They are seen as competent 
social actors, able to make important contributions to family, school, neighborhood, 
local community and society. 

Although a lot is being done already, the reality of youth participation within 
representative democracies is not promising. The young people’s voting turnout, 
political interest and trust in politicians is decreasing dramatically. While low interest 
and frustration of young people with politics is mainly focused on conventional forms 
of political participation, alternative forms of social and political engagement are 
mobilizing more and more young people. 

This civic participation and engagement of young people takes place in many 
areas of society. In recent years, new forms of societal participation for children and 
young people have been developed at the municipal level in particular, but there are 
also various participation opportunities in schools, youth organizations and youth 
work (Willems et al., 2011). 

Educational institutions, first and foremost the schools play a predominant role for 
the development of democratic identities and participatory activities. They provide 
learning environments where young people not only learn premises and 
characteristics of politics. To establish and strengthen a culture of democratic 
participation in all areas of life, citizenship education has to be a central aspect of 
education in schools and universities, but also in youth clubs and civic local 
organizations. This is where young people get to know what participation in 
democracy means: through electing class representatives, meeting with local 
politicians and engaged local citizens, working in community oriented service projects 
or setting up a youth parliament in the local community. 

“Youth deserve our full commitment – full access to education, adequate 
healthcare, employment opportunities, financial services and full participation in 
public life.” What Ban Ki-moon, United Nations Secretary-General, says about the 
desired role of youth in modern societies can be taken as a starting point for the 
definition of new measures and new strategies of social and political integration of 
young people. 
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Young people want to make their voices heard and want to play a real role in 
decision-making in their societies. The best way to achieve this is to strengthen the 
social integration of young people by sharing economic, social and political power 
with them and giving them full citizenship and full access to jobs.  

No young people should be left alone with the challenge to integrate into the 
labour market and to find a decent job. Especially local authorities and communities 
should regard this as a moral and social obligation and should do more to support 
business companies to offer jobs, training-on-the-jobs and other training courses to 
support young people with difficulties. 

Society and politics must offer more opportunities to young people to gain 
experience in social and political participation as well. Against the backdrop that 
young people’s participation is more cause-oriented, informal and personalised, 
offers should focus on activities and projects that are close to young people’s local 
life and environment. 

It is crucial that perspectives and ideas of young people are taken seriously, that 
decision-making-processes are transparent and comprehensible. This presupposes a 
sustainable participation structure, initiated and accompanied by professionals from 
local authorities. 

 

5. Recommendations 

5.1 Recommendations for local and regional authorities 

1. Supporting the local business companies to offer jobs, training-on-the-jobs and 
other training courses to improve the employability of young people (with a special 
focus on disadvantaged youth). 

2. Fostering the cooperation and competences of local services dealing with 
education and transition issues (job centers, careers services, schools, youth work) 
to enable them to offer supporting measures that fit best to individual needs. 

3. Supporting young people’s own job initiatives, business ideas and innovative 
projects through adequate funding conditions and cooperation with local business 
partners. 

4. Encouraging the dialogue between young people and local authorities. 

5. Encouraging young people to participate in voluntary organizations on the local 
and regional level and encouraging organizations to open up for youths. 

6. Offering opportunities for young people to participate in politics at the local or 
regional level (e.g. youth council, project-based participation). 
 

5.2 Recommendations for national governments 

1. Fostering collaborative education and training with a focus on disadvantaged 
young people (low qualified, early-school leavers, minorities). 

2. Promoting the recognition of competences made in non-formal educational 
settings and venues (e.g. youth work, volunteering). 

3. Strengthening the intergenerational dialogue and partnerships in political, cultural 
and economic institutions to raise the receptiveness to youth ideas and opinions. 
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4. Improving citizenship education in schools and youth organizations and create 
opportunities to learn democratic skills and participatory activities in other life-
domains (such as youth organizations, the voluntary sector, political parties or sport 
clubs). 

5. Strengthening the political influence and participation of young people through 
offering more citizenship rights. 

6. Summary 

European societies are reshaping and young generations in particular face the 
subsequent economic and social changes. The recent economic crisis and the 
changing recruitment policy of globalized companies have exacerbated youth’s 
transitions into a stable job. High unemployment, job insecurity and in-work poverty 
often have negative impacts for the life situation and life opportunities of young 
people. They aggravate youth poverty and produce social exclusion, and threaten 
the overall integration and participation of young people. 

Conventional forms of participation (voting, party membership) show a decline 
especially among young people. Nevertheless, young people in Europe still engage 
in democratic and civic behaviour and they still believe in democratic values. Thus, a 
changed citizenship rather than a general political apathy of young people can be 
observed. Young people in Europe show high engagement in social, cultural and 
civil activities. They have their own views on politics, society and social problems 
and engage in different forms of democratic activities according to their own 
understandings of democracy and citizenship. 

To strengthen youth participation and integration in society it is crucial that 
perspectives, interests and ideas of young people are taken seriously. No young 
people should be left alone with the challenge to integrate into the labour market and 
to find a decent job. Societies should offer more opportunities for young people to 
participate in decision-making and to share political power. This would be a great 
step toward full political citizenship for the young generation. 
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