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1. Introduction

In recent years, research on Western democracies has shown that political parti-
cipation has undergone a deep transformation in its very nature (Dalton 1996). 
Among the various crises that have affected Europe in the recent past – from the fin-
ancial crisis of 2008/2009 to the most recent Covid-19 and energy crises – that of 
political participation has acquired structural aspects, and it is redesigning the rela-
tionship between citizens and political parties. Europeans vote less than half a cen-
tury ago and are more politically disengaged (Norris 2011; Papadopoulos 2013; Allen 
and Birch 2015). Disengagement looks particularly evident for the youngest cohorts 
of the population: among them, we can observe the lowest values   of electoral parti-
cipation compared to any other age groups (Kitanova 2020).

Young people are perceived as increasingly disengaged and disconnected from 
traditional political processes in Europe, especially regarding voting (European Com-
mission 2001; 2007). New cohorts' political commitment has become increasingly 
scarce, intermittent, and superficial in the last decades (Gozzo 2010). This trend is so 
visible that it has determined the attribution to new generations of labels such as “in-
visible generations” (Diamanti 1999) or “sons of disenchantment” (Bontempi and Po-
caterra 2007). According to some authors, these are characterized by an eclipse of in-
terest in politics and a progressive retirement into the private sphere (Ricolfi 2002). 
Furthermore, young people are not only labelled as disengaged but even as 
apathetic or alienated from traditional forms of politics (Stoker 2006; Hay 2007), while 
other scholars have pointed out how the difficult socio-economic situation of young 
people, and even more so their worried and pragmatic vision of the future – espe-
cially in Italy and other Mediterranean countries – has rather led to a shift towards a 
technical, almost depoliticised conception of politics (Lello 2015; 2020).

Several scholars have opposed the thesis of apathy or retirement into the private 
sphere of younger cohorts, pointing out how they prefer to engage in unconven-
tional forms of activism and protest, such as associations and volunteering or issue-
based political initiatives (Spannring, Ogris, and Gaiser 2008; Sloam 2016). 

Political participation has indeed become something broader and more complex 
than mere traditional political activities such as voting in elections (Ekman and Amnå 
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2012; Pitti 2018). It can include a wide range of activities such as participating in cul-
tural organizations or associations, signing petitions, or boycotting specific products 
(Bourne 2010). The overall emergence of these forms of political participation in soci-
ety is often associated with the role played by younger generations. 

A substantial body of literature states that young people engage more in politics 
through those types of political activity (Norris 2003; Spannring et al. 2008; Kestilä-
Kekkonen 2009) which are generally labelled as “unconventional”, in opposition to 
“conventional” ones (such as voting, contacting public officials, taking part in a party 
campaign). However, while younger cohorts were generally more engaged than 
adult ones in these forms of activism during the 1970s-80s, research has also showed 
a decrease in non-institutional youth participation during the latest decades. These 
activism practices are indeed no longer over-represented among younger cohorts 
compared to adult ones (Goerres 2009; Grasso 2014; Fox 2015). Consistently, Grasso 
(2014) points out that today’s youth are the least politically engaged generation ever, 
in terms of both conventional and unconventional political participation. These pro-
cesses have to be placed in a wider social context marked by the impact of neo-liber-
alism and the consequent individualisation of risk, where everyday problems and 
shortages are increasingly interpreted as the result of personal failures rather than 
the consequences of structural factors to be addressed collectively, thus contributing 
to discouraging collective mobilisations (Chiapello and Boltanski 1999; Beck and 
Beck-Gerhsheim 2001).

Studies on political participation have often focused on common tendencies in 
voting and alternative forms of engagement in single countries (Dalton 2009; Van 
Deth et al. 2007; Whiteley 2012) or across some democracies (LeDuc et al. 2014; Norris 
2011). Less attention has been paid to comparing youth participation practices 
across a wider range of countries and the relative popularity of different modes of 
participation among younger citizens (Sloam 2016; Kitanova 2020).

Our work addresses this relative gap in the existing literature by investigating the 
recent dynamics of youth political participation through data from the 9th edition 
(2018) of the European Social Survey (ESS). The first aim is to explore differences in 
young people’s political involvement levels within the European Union. On the other 
hand, the transformations regarding the very nature of political participation also 
affect the relationship between socio-economic inequalities and political engage-
ment, implying the emergence of both new possibilities and barriers to access, which 
are related to different dimensions of exclusion (Bruselius-Jensen, Pitti and Tisdall 
2021; Bruselius-Jensen and Nielsen 2021; Tisdall 2021). The second objective, there-
fore, is to assess the impact of socio-economic inequalities on political engagement 
based on a quantitative and comparative approach, comparing younger cohorts 
with older ones. 

To explore these issues, the rest of the article is organized as follows. The next 
section provides a conceptual framework contextualizing our analysis within the ex-
isting literature on young Europeans’ political participation and formulates the main 
hypotheses guiding the empirical analysis. The third section deals with methods and 
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provides adequate clarifications on data and empirical choices. The fourth one aims 
to expose the results of the analysis and unravel the differences between some 
groups of countries, based on the relative popularity of conventional and unconven-
tional participation among youth. In the fifth section, the analysis is focused on the 
relationships between political engagement and socio-economic inequalities ac-
cording to an individual-based analysis, which compares young and old people. Fi-
nally, the last section provides some conclusive remarks with the aim of discussing 
the interpretations of the empirical results and their possible implications.

2. Class, inequalities, and youth political participation in Europe

The life of young Europeans has changed considerably in the recent past under 
the pressure of economic, cultural, and institutional factors. The transition from youth 
to adulthood for those born in the late 1980s is delayed and staggered compared to 
that of their parents. This phenomenon is evident to such an extent that it has influ-
enced the way of defining young citizens (Arnett 2004; Flanagan 2009). We hear more 
and more often about “young adults”, meaning the subjects who have only partially 
experienced the different stages of life marking the transition to adulthood (Cavalli 
and De Lillo 1993). In some countries, especially Italy and other Southern European 
countries, the presence of structural factors that hinder young people’s economic 
and housing independence – more than in other national contexts – has led to the 
extension of the age range within which one person is considered young (Cuzzocrea, 
Bello and Kazepov 2020).

These changes are related to the increase in the years of study, the delayed entry 
into the labour market, the challenges posed by growing job insecurity, as well as the 
postponement of choices such as marriage and having children (European Commis-
sion 2009). Structural changes in the labour market have caused younger cohorts to 
face more significant social risks than previous generations, resulting in both a loss of 
certainties such as job security and an increase of precariousness (Furlong and Cart-
mel 2007). The risk of downward social mobility particularly affects young people, 
and for more educated youth a central element becomes status incongruence 
(Raffini 2013). Moreover, the delayed acquisition of social and economic stability can 
affect the constitution of individuals’ identity and the very definition of subjective in-
terests, determining a deferral or disengagement in the assumption of social, civil, 
and political responsibilities by new generations (Gozzo 2010).

In recent decades, the ways of understanding politics have also changed. The in-
dividualization of values   has led to the emergence of so-called “lifestyle politics” 
(Inglehart and Welzel, 2005, Giddens 1994). Young people have been described as 
the protagonists of a reinvention of politics, which leads to a politicization of every-
day life (Pirni and Raffini 2022). Old class divisions much less define the political activ-
ities of young Europeans than their own experiences and perceptions of democracy 
in their social and work environments (Marsh et al. 2007). Young citizens’ political 
commitment increasingly concerns participation in personally significant issues 
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driven by their lifestyle, values, and social networks (Bennett 2007), in accordance 
with a shift from political to cultural conflict (Touraine 1980) and from a traditional 
“dutiful” citizen model to a newer “self-actualising” one (Bennett and Wells 2009; Pley-
ers and Capitaine 2017).

Notwithstanding the declining importance of the class dimension in structuring 
processes of collective identification, it may be argued that social class in itself keeps 
playing a crucial role in determining different degrees of access to political particip-
ation. The interaction between socio-economic exclusion and political exclusion has 
been explored since the origins of empirical research on civic engagement by the 
Social Centrality Model (Socio-Economic Status Model, hereinafter SES Model), ac-
cording to which political engagement increases as we move towards those social 
components that can benefit from larger stocks of economic, cultural, social, and 
psychological resources linked to personal and family social position (Milbrath and 
Goel 1977; Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995)¹. That model was discussed in the clas-
sic contribution by Alessandro Pizzorno (1966), who shifted attention away from so-
cial-economic inequalities to collective identification processes and the role of mass 
organizations like parties and trade unions. Looking at the history of Western demo-
cracies, such organizations did play a decisive role in counterbalancing the effects of 
the SES Model, contributing to steering wide components of blue-collar workers and 
subaltern classes towards political participation. It was also noted that within these 
organizations differences in the intensity and quality of participation often recurred, 
especially relating to the control of resources linked to the socio-economic condition 
(Pizzorno 1966). Nonetheless, political organizations have helped to politically “form” 
and “integrate” vast social segments that would otherwise have largely remained on 
the margins of the political system.  

This point is momentous since, in the absence of this counterbalancing role his-
torically assumed by mass political organizations, the effects of social centrality can 
cause political participation to become an arena of reproduction, and perhaps even 
widening, of social inequalities. In fact, the issues that become the object of mobiliz-
ation processes tend to receive more attention, resources, and answers from institu-
tions than those which do not (Schlozman, Verba e Brady 1999), even if the latter are 
of interest to a wider audience, and precisely for this reason find it harder to organize 
themselves (Olson 1971). In other words, it is likely that issues raised by those social 
components who engage most – largely overlapping with the wealthiest social sec-
tors – receive more attention from governments. In this way, census, while no longer 
being a discriminating factor at a legislative level, continues to determine unequal 
access to participation, as well as differentiated chances of receiving answers in terms 
of policies, from the point of view of concrete, everyday social dynamics (Gaxie 1978). 

De Europa
Vol. 6, No. 2 (2023)

Youth political participation and inequalities:
comparing European countries and different repertoires of engagement 

1 We are aware that social class and the SES model are not synonymous, since social class refers to a common 
belonging that concerns economic situation, but also prestige and profession, cultural capital, aesthetic 
criteria and lifestyles (Bourdieu 1979), while the SES model is basically an operationalisation of the concept 
of social centrality. However, since the SES model includes aspects related to economic situation, educational 
level, belonging to linguistic and religious majorities/minorities, etc., we can reasonably relate the two 
concepts.
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In this paper, we highlight that a number of factors occurring in recent times 
bring the relationship between class and access to political participation again to the 
fore, concerning the whole of society and especially youth. Such factors partly have 
to do with the impoverishment of middle classes and the increasing inequalities tak-
ing place throughout Western democracies, as well as with the abovementioned 
processes that identify younger cohorts as the most exposed to social risks and mar-
ginalization. Thus, distances between central and peripheral social positions are get-
ting wider and deeper, even though – and at the same time as – class as an object of 
political conflict and identification has lost relevance when compared to other di-
mensions (such as gender, race, and sexual orientations). 

Secondly, in recent decades a real change in the nature of political participation 
has begun to occur, whereby the contraction of conventional engagement has been 
accompanied by a widening of the repertoire of participation itself, which has in-
cluded an increasing variety of unconventional forms. This may lead to an exacerba-
tion of the influence of variables attributable to “social centrality”. On the one hand, 
there is no longer a widespread presence of organizations that mobilize people in 
the territories, in society, and at workplaces. The transformation of participation and 
the withdrawal of political organizations from society towards institutions (Katz and 
Mair 1995) make political participation more of an individual rather than an associat-
ive issue, as it was, after all, before the emergence of mass political parties (Manin 
1995). Parties decrease their efforts towards socialization and mobilization (Rosen-
stone and Hansen 1993; Dalton and Wattenberg 2000) and the ability of trade unions 
to mobilize workers that are fragmented in terms of their contractual position and 
physical workplace becomes decidedly more uncertain.

On the other hand, heterodox activism seems to require more resources (skills, 
interest, information, as well as time and familiarity with new technologies), com-
pared to mobilization within large organizations. It is the very characteristics of un-
conventional participation that lead us to suppose that the probability of its activa-
tion is influenced by the control of cognitive, socio-economic, and relational re-
sources, to an even more pronounced extent than activism in conventional forms 
(Verba, Nie and Kim 1978; Dalton 1996). On average, these are methods of involve-
ment that indeed require a more active role on the part of the individual in various 
ways: from the very selection and framing of the issues to the need to obtain inform-
ation and develop one’s own counter-expertise and to think up original forms of mo-
bilization capable of penetrating the media without having to bring huge crowds of 
people to the streets. In all these aspects, the role of those who decide to mobilize is 
clearly much more active, and therefore requires more resources, compared to a time 
when the protagonists were mass organizations which made decisions and organ-
ized demonstrations limiting themselves to asking militants to take to the streets.

Based on such premises, our work is aimed at analysing ESS data moving from 
some major hypotheses:

 1) We expect higher levels of youth political engagement to be associated with 
wealthier social conditions, in accordance with the SES model, through both an 
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individual-based analysis and a comparison of different national cases. In the 
latter case, we expect to find higher political engagement in European countries 
where younger generations experience better socio-economic conditions. In 
addition, we focus on differences between countries also concerning the reper-
toire of political engagement (conventional or unconventional). However, we 
are conscious that a comparison between different national cases is influenced, 
beyond youth socio-economic conditions, by contextual characteristics, since 
the social and cultural peculiarities of national contexts can have a direct and 
diversified impact on political participation (Kitanova 2020). National civic-polit-
ical cultures can indeed play a leading role in determining young and older cit-
izens’ political participation (Sloam 2016).

 2) As for the individual-based analysis, we expect to find a deeper impact of social 
centrality on unconventional rather than conventional participation, since the 
first form relies to a larger extent on individual resources which are, in their turn, 
related to individual social positions; at the same time, it is less dependent on 
the intervention of political organizations able to counterbalance the effects of 
social centrality.

3. Data and methods

This article addresses young Europeans’ political participation from a comparat-
ive perspective between some EU countries. The work draws on data from wave 9 of 
the ESS (2018)² to examine political participation in six different political activities. 
The six indicators selected concern electoral participation (voting in most recent na-
tional parliament elections) or forms of unconventional participation (wearing or dis-
playing a badge or sticker, signing a petition, participating in a boycott, participating 
in a demonstration, posting or sharing something online about politics). 

In order to analyse the relationship between socio-economic conditions and 
forms of political participation by young Europeans, we mainly relied on the respond-
ents’ educational level. Even though this can be considered a good proxy for the so-
cio-economic status, since it is related to other dimensions (such as income, parents’ 
education level, professional position, social recognition, self-esteem and so on), we 
verified if we were to obtain consistent results even through another indicator, that is 
the respondents’ feelings about their current household income. 

All these data derive from specific ESS questions as presented in Table 1. For the 
purpose of cross-country comparison, we have aggregated the data at the national 
scale, calculating the rates for young people and the rest of the population for each 
indicator. 

2 We preferred to use these data rather than the recently published ESS wave 10 data (2020) to avoid possible 
biases related to the emergence of the Covid-19 crisis in 2020. The reliance of our paper on only one edition of 
the survey may be considered as a limitation of the study.



Tab. 1 – Selected indicators (ESS 9 2018).

Although it would have been preferable to investigate a broader range of parti-
cipatory acts, the selected ESS items provide a good overview of youth participation 
in each country. For reasons related to the availability of ESS data at the national level, 
it was necessary to focus only on 22 of the 27 EU Member States. Great Britain was 
included in the analysis because during the surveying window of wave 9 ESS (2018) 
it was still a member of the EU, and the effects of Brexit were not yet implemented. 
Then, the comparative analysis covered 23 European countries, involving both 
founding member states of the EU and more recent member states.

In this article, respondents to wave 9 ESS (2018) aged 15 to 34 are defined as 
“young Europeans”. The reason therefore is twofold. On the one hand, it is linked to 
the extension of the youth age range mentioned in the previous section. On the 
other hand, considering the 15-34 age group as young has practical reasons due to 
the size of the sample in single countries. Overall, the analysis was carried out on data 
from 40563 respondents distributed in 23 countries; 8938 respondents between 15 
and 34 years of age and 31625 respondents older than 34.

However, when dealing with electoral participation, we restricted the youth cat-
egory to the 18-34 age range and set aside those who declared not being eligible to 
vote at the time of the most recent national election.

Analyses were conducted after weighting data by using anweight (analysis 
weight), since, as reported in the ESS Data web portal, this weight is “suitable for all 
types of analyses, including when you are studying just one country, when you com-
pare across countries, or when you are studying groups of countries”³.

4. Youth political engagement across European countries

As shown in Fig. 1, youngsters’ rates of political engagement vary considerably 
across Europe. A group of Northern European countries stands as the one character-
ized by the highest level of youth involvement in politics, while at the bottom we find 
Eastern and Baltic countries, together with Italy (and, to a lesser extent, the Nether-
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lands). It is interesting to note that, while differences in electoral participation are 
sometimes relevant, yet generally modest, differences between countries where 
youngsters are most or least engaged particularly concern unconventional participa-
tion. Thus, those countries where young people are less engaged show relevantly 
lower rates of youth engagement in boycotting, sharing posts online, and signing pe-
titions. 

These differences between countries may also be interpreted as a partial confirm-
ation of the perduring relevance of the SES Model. Younger cohorts generally do 
seem to be more engaged in those countries where their social and economic situ-
ation are better – although we are aware that the economic situation is only one as-
pect of social centrality, albeit a crucial one. Conversely, countries where youngsters 
engage less partially overlap with those where their preceding conditions of vulner-
ability have been further worsened by the effects of the economic crisis started in 
2007-2008, so that their present situation is particularly critical compared to other 
age groups, including some Southern and Eastern European countries (European 
Commission 2017; Morlino and Raniolo 2017; Pitti 2018).

Fig. 1 – Rates of youth (18-34 year olds) participation in voting and non-electoral forms of engagement

Source: European Social Survey data, Wave 9 (2018).

However, patterns of youth engagement also reflect and reproduce important 
traits of national political cultures, concerning both general trends and the preval-
ence of specific (conventional or unconventional) repertoires of engagement.

As for the first point, we can see that the country hierarchy based on youth en-
gagement rates is consistently similar to the one obtained when focusing on adult 
and older people (Fig. 2). In broad terms, youngsters tend to imitate and reproduce 
other cohorts’ propension to political engagement.



Fig. 2 – Rates of adult (35 year olds and over) participation in voting and non-electoral forms of engagement

Source: European Social Survey data, Wave 9 (2018).

As for the second one, youngsters’ attitudes about the specific repertoires of political 
engagement show aspects of consistency and continuity with elements of the tradi-
tional political culture of each state. In Figure 3, it is possible to look at the collocation 
of each country according to two axes: the horizontal one reporting the aggregate 
rates of youth unconventional participation, while the vertical one indicates the rates 
of youth turnout in most recent general elections. In this way, it is possible to identify 
a group of Northern-Western countries (Sweden, Finland, Denmark, Germany) where 
youngsters are highly engaged in both electoral and non-electoral forms of political 
involvement, reproducing high levels of commitment which are usually reported for 
adult and older cohorts as well (Garcia-Albacete 2014). While most other Western 
European countries (Belgium, Austria, Spain, Portugal, United Kingdom) vary from mod-
erate to high levels of youth engagement in both repertoires of political engagement, 
and score quite close to the average European value, other countries stand apart. This 
is the case of most Eastern and Baltic countries (Czechia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, 
Slovenia), where past Communist regimes and the historical circumstances of their 
transitions towards liberal democracy have fostered widespread feelings of detach-
ment and scepticism towards politics, thus nurturing low levels of engagement, con-
cerning both electoral and unconventional forms (Howard 2002; Bordignon 2007; 
Vukelic and Stanojevic 2012); while Latvia, Hungary and Bulgaria, though scoring low 
in unconventional participation, show levels of electoral participation close to Por-
tugal and UK.

However, this is also the case of Italy. In Italian political culture, engagement is 
traditionally meant more as a political struggle between opposing ideologies and mil-
itant fronts than as grassroots activism. This has traditionally fostered high levels of 
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turnout (and party membership) alongside significantly lower rates of non-electoral 
(and non-partisan) participation (Biorcio 2003). Italian youngsters thus seem to repro-
duce their fellow nationals’ political behaviour. Something similar – albeit in the opposite 
direction – happens in France. Here, the traditional weakness in the social and territorial 
organization of political parties is intertwined with a political culture that is more ori-
ented towards direct actions and contentious politics (Sawicki 1997; Ysmal 2005). Once 
again, young people’s trends seem to follow coherently, so that they stand among the 
most engaged in non-electoral forms and as the least involved in voting.

Fig. 3 – Rates of youth participation across EU

Source: European Social Survey data, Wave 9 (2018).

5. The Social Centrality Model, between conventional and unconventional 
repertoires of engagement

While differences between national cases are mostly related to contextual factors 
such as political cultures and styles of civic engagement, the impact of social central-
ity is instead more clearly identifiable in the individual-based analysis. When using 
educational level as a proxy for the individual socio-economic status, we can observe 
a relevant difference between the most and the least educated, both among young 
people and older ones, for what concerns electoral participation as well as unconven-
tional forms of civic engagement. The same results are obtained when we use the in-
dicator concerning respondents’ feelings about their own household income, al-
though differences are even wider when measured through the education level.



Tab. 2 – Electoral and unconventional participation by educational level (%) and by feelings about present household 
income (%), among young Europeans (18–34-year-olds) and older cohorts (35 years old and over)⁴.

Source: European Social Survey data, Wave 9 (2018), no. 28847 (when using the educational level parameter), no. 28730 
(when using the household income feeling parameter).
*Data indicate respondents who declared that they had engaged in at least two among the following: Worn or displayed cam-
paign badge/sticker last 12 months; Signed petition last 12 months; Taken part in lawful public demonstration last 12 
months; Boycotted certain products last 12 months; Posted or shared something about politics online last 12 months.

However, different trends can be identified for young people or adults. If we fo-
cus on adults, educational level affects unconventional engagement (29 percentage 
points of difference between the most and the least educated) relevantly more than 
conventional participation (16 p.p.). Thus, within the total sample of the ESS survey, 
only 10% of the least educated adults engaged in two or more forms of unconven-
tional participation, vs. 39% among the most educated. 

This result is consistent with hypothesis no. 2. On the one hand, quite expected 
results emerge from the analysis carried out on adult cohorts. On the other hand, we 
observe something much less expected among youngsters. While the level of education 
impacts to a relevant extent (although less than among adults) for what concerns un-
conventional participation (21 p.p.), unlike adults the gap is even wider when we con-
sider electoral participation (31 p.p. vs. “only” 16 p.p. among adults).

If we move on to analysing respondents’ feelings about household income, results 
seem once again to contradict our hypothesis no. 2, since the impact of this variable 
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4 For the sake of clarity of presentation, we opted for a cross-tabulation presentation of the data. However, we 
also checked the coefficients of linear regression: setting the education degree as the independent variable, 
among adults we found a beta-standardised coefficient of 0,299 for what concerns unconventional participation 
and 0,15 for electoral participation. Among young people, the beta-standardised coefficient regarding voting 
is 0,211, while it is 0,16 for unconventional engagement. In all cases, sign. = 0,000.
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is greater on electoral participation than on unconventional engagement. Differences, 
however, are not so relevant among adults, but much wider among youth (6 vs. 20 
p.p.), confirming a relevant exclusion of young Europeans in socially peripheral positions 
concerning electoral participation, even more than unconventional engagement.

We tried to investigate these very relevant and counter-intuitive data in depth, 
examining the gap caused by educational level in electoral participation within each 

country, between young people 
and adults. In particular, we aimed 
to verify whether the different 
groups of countries, as emerged 
in Fig. 3, showed consistent 
differences in the social centrality 
gap (as defined through educa-
tion) concerning youth particip-
ation in elections. As already said, 
the different groups of countries 
in Fig. 2 are defined based on 
youth involvement in conven-
tional and unconventional parti-
cipation, but they also reflect his-
torical differences rooted in na-
tional political cultures as well as 
relevant differences in youth so-
cial and economic conditions. 
Hence, we used this operation to 
ascertain whether this major gap 
in youth electoral participation 
is related to the above differ-
ences, or whether it concerns most 
countries regardless of their differ-
ent historical patterns of citizen 
involvement and youth socio-
economic conditions.

Tab. 3 – Electoral participation by country 
and educational level: difference between 
respondents having tertiary education (BA 
and MA) and those having up to lower sec-
ondary education (percentage points).

*Excluding the non-eligible to vote.
Source: European Social Survey data, Wave 9 
(2018), no. 37666. Data unavailability (--) is 
due to insufficient sample size.



As we can see in Table 3, differences are scarcely related to groups of countries as 
identified in Fig. 2. In all Western European countries, the education gap is very relev-
ant among youth, and much wider than among adults. The only difference is repres-
ented by Sweden, where it is lower than in other countries and closer to what detected 
among older cohorts. No relevant differences may be detected between countries 
based on their traditional level of general turnout or on the socio-economic condition 
of younger generations. The gap is wide and much wider than among older cohorts 
in Eastern European countries as well.

6. Discussion and conclusions. A withdrawal from electoral participation marked 
by class positions.

The comparison between national levels of youth engagement only partially cor-
roborates the predictions based on social centrality, since younger cohorts tend to 
reproduce older generations’ attitudes towards participation, while contextual traits 
rooted in national history, such as the ones related to political culture, keep their in-
fluence on youth political behaviour. Our first hypothesis, however, finds a clearer cor-
roboration in the individual-based analysis, showing that young, as well as adult 
Europeans holding socially central positions are more willing to be politically active 
than those who are socially more peripheral, whether we use educational level or re-
spondents’ household income feelings as an indicator to measure social centrality.

On the contrary, our second hypothesis only finds partial corroboration. When we 
measure social centrality by educational level, we can assess that the gap among adults 
and older people is wider for what concerns unconventional participation than electoral 
participation, consistently with our hypothesis. Differently, when we measure social 
centrality through feelings about household income, the opposite is true (although 
the difference is less relevant). These results may suggest that the resources that matter 
most in explaining unconventional engagement are related even more to education 
than to the individual/family economic situation. This is also confirmed by results con-
cerning youth, where unconventional participation appears to be decidedly more 
affected by educational level than by feelings about income. This result can be read 
in line with the tendencies highlighted in the theoretical framework, which pointed 
to the possibility that political participation would increasingly depend on the capacity 
to construct an autonomous, individualised relationship with politics, outside the pro-
cesses of identification in homogeneous groups supported by solid institutional ref-
erences (Bennett and Segerberg 2013); but this capacity on its turn depends, plausibly, 
on the control of cultural and cognitive resources even before economic ones. 

Among youth, however, contrary to what our second hypothesis would suggest, 
regardless of the item used to measure social centrality, its impact is widely more rel-
evant on conventional than on unconventional engagement – although differences 
are greater if educational level is used as an indicator.

This unexpected result signals the need for new interpretative hypotheses and hope-
fully inspires the development of new empirical research, both quantitative and qual-
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itative, capable of explaining it comprehensively. Such a result cannot plausibly be ex-
plained by resorting to the characteristics inherent in that specific participatory repertoire, 
given that, as evidenced by literature, it is unconventional participation that requires 
a greater personal investment and therefore greater quantities of resources on which 
to rely. Nor does apathy or retirement into the private sphere appear to be convincing 
motivations, given that recoil against electoral participation is not evenly spread over 
the young population, but is in fact strongly unbalanced on the basis of social centrality.

Consequently, in order to explain these results, it appears plausible that we must 
consider youngsters’ scepticism and bad judgments about electoral and party politics 
(Bruselius- Jensen, Pitti and Tisdall 2021), also highlighting that this disaffection is 
strongly marked by a class dimension.

Thus, it is the concept of class that seems to take on a central role, although con-
noted more in terms of cultural resources – also linked to the ambitions and professional 
and existential trajectories that young people set for themselves – than in strict con-
nection to family economic conditions. Class has lost relevance as a line of conflict 
and a dimension of collective identification, even within left-wing parties and move-
ments, which for decades have shifted the centre of gravity of their identity towards 
other axes of conflict and revendication, such as those linked to gender, race, or sexual 
orientation (Inglehart 1977; Kitschelt and McGann 1997). At the same time, it has ac-
quired greater importance in relation to the processes of polarization in the distribution 
of wealth and the growing inequalities within individual states. It may be said that, 
while class was becoming increasingly irrelevant as a political dimension of conflict 
and belonging in the past few decades, it is electoral politics that has become increas-
ingly irrelevant in the eyes of young people coming from lower-class positions. This 
class-marked abstentionism can arguably be read as a declaration, on the part of the 
most fragile young Europeans, of their evaluating electoral politics as something that 
cannot really change or ameliorate their lives. Recalling O’Toole et al.’s warning that 
youth disaffection from politics should be read more as their being “left out” rather 
than “tuned out” – meaning that the problem is not young people’s disinterest in polit-
ics, but, if anything, politics’ disinterest in young people and its inability to deal with 
issues that are relevant to their everyday lives (O’Toole et al. 2003; Henn et al. 2005) – 
what emerges here is a dynamic of exclusion from electoral politics that affects the 
most fragile among European youngsters. Such exclusion largely tends to cut across 
national differences concerning both political cultures and youth economic conditions.

Nor does the objection according to which involvement in other forms can play 
a counterbalancing role sound really convincing, given that 1) the most socially fragile 
young people participate less even through the unconventional repertoire; and 2), 
even if unconventional may be considered, for a number of reasons, as the new con-
ventional (Pitti 2018), one cannot neglect the function of educating to citizenship and 
legitimizing political institutions carried out by traditional forms of involvement, which 
are also most closely linked to the circuit of representation (Matonti 2005). From this 
point of view, the risk would be to minimise the consequences of a kind of abstentionism 
(Capdevielle 2005) that is strongly related, particularly among youth, to social vulner-



ability, with its possible collateral effects of nurturing alienation and delegitimization 
of representative institutions.

Responding to such a challenge thus calls into question the processes that have 
led most Western traditional parties to stifle political conflict and progressively restrict 
the space of variation between viable proposals and party programs (Katz and Mair 
1995; 2009), leading to a problematic erosion of popular sovereignty (Mair 2013) and 
an increasing self-referentiality of traditional party politics. Mainstream parties have 
converged on the neoliberal agenda and on the dogma of T.I.N.A. (There Is No Altern-
ative, citing Mrs. Thatcher), which have legitimized the exclusion from viable political 
options of those individual and collective actors that are the most critical of the mantras 
of neoliberalism, austerity, and the Western development model.

Moreover, this interpretative key also seems to find support in a disaffection with 
politics and traditional parties which could be deduced from young people’s tendency 
to favour anti-establishment parties – those which openly challenge mainstream 
parties – in different voting circumstances in the same years as the survey considered 
herein. This was the case of the Spanish Podemos, the Greek Syriza, the Italian Movi-
mento 5 Stelle, the French Front National, and France Insoumise, all of which were 
able to attract relevant shares of support among youth (Lello 2020: 24-25). In other 
cases, young people supported traditional parties provided these were capable of ex-
pressing leaderships and programs in strong rupture with the past, such as in the case 
of Jeremy Corbyn in the British Labour Party and, outside Europe, Bernie Sanders in 
the US Democrats (Lello 2020: 24-25). While young people have shown on various vot-
ing occasions that they favour alternative parties overtly claiming their diversity to 
the mainstream, these data tell us that many other young people, and among them 
especially those from subaltern class positions, have even lost their confidence in the 
effectiveness of voting itself, thus renouncing this right.

Therefore, the course cannot be reversed through more or less “cosmetic” or com-
municative choices such as adopting youthful looks and youth-sounding linguistic 
registers or by lowering the age of electoral participation. What is required is a revital-
ization of political conflict that can reconnect party politics to conflicts effectively ex-
isting in the social fabric. This would allow for a link between parties, fragile youth’s 
concerns, and collective identities taking form in groups and social movements within 
civil society. Secondly, a substantial, rather than cosmetic answer would imply inter-
vening on factors nurturing different and overlapping dimensions of youth socio-eco-
nomic disadvantage, with the aim of contrasting and reducing inequalities.
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