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ABSTRACT

This policy brief provides insight into 
how young people who experience 
socioeconomic disadvantage perceive 
politics and democracy in their country. It 
explores how this population assesses the 
benefits, flaws, and ultimately, relevance, of 
political participation and the policymaking 
process, and by proxy, the political system itself. 
It draws on in-depth focus groups with young 
people in urban and rural areas and interviews 
with civil society representatives, policymakers, and 
academics across Ireland, Poland and Spain. 

The findings of the research show that young people who have 
experienced social marginalisation and relative deprivation in 
all three countries repeatedly claimed that policymakers do not 
listen to them and respond to their needs. Instead, they contend 
that, politicians act essentially to preserve their own position 
and power.  The absence of tangible, positive change in their 
lives that they can directly attribute to political engagement 
and policy, has influenced their disengagement and scepticism 
about politics. 

That said, young people involved in the research supported 
democracy in principle.  Their dissatisfaction was based 
on lack of trust in elected representatives to affect positive 
socioeconomic change in their lives and to take action on urgent 
issues that are important to them, from housing to community 
development to the climate emergency. Correspondingly, young 
people value more active, local, deliberative democracy and 
direct action.
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Builders of Progress 

Builders of Progress is a FEPS-led series of research outputs that explore 
the key concerns and aspirations of young Europeans. It examines their 
opinions on a wide range of social issues, including (in)equality, climate 
change, political participation and the European Union. In the tradition of 
FEPS’s previous Millennial Dialogue project, a major study is published 
every four years in which European youth are surveyed across many 
European countries. You can find the 2022 Builders of Progress survey 
here: https://feps-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Builders-
of-Progress-Europes-Next-Gen.pdf. 

Between these major outputs, we address important aspects highlighted 
in the surveys that deserve more attention and a more nuanced, often 
qualitative, analysis. This present publication is part of such a deep 
dive, investigating the relationship of disadvantaged young people with 
democracy in five countries, namely, Ireland, Hungary, France, Poland 
and Spain.

The research findings of the Builders of Progress series stimulate 
debate and provide sound advice on how to shape a progressive future 
with and for young people. 

More information on Builders of Progress can be found here: https://
feps-europe.eu/theme/youth-participation/. 

https://feps-europe.eu/theme/youth-participation/.
https://feps-europe.eu/theme/youth-participation/.
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Introduction

This policy brief is based on in-depth qualitative 
research between the summers of 2022 
and 2023 intended to complement repeated 
surveys showing disillusionment amongst 
young people about democracy and declining 
trust in politics and politicians.1 Echoing the 
results of these surveys, the research2 found 
that younger generations of EU citizens are 
questioning political institutions and their 
representatives.3 Focusing in particular, on 
young persons between 18 and 29 years of age 
and experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage4 
across Poland, Spain, and Ireland, participants 
in the focus groups contended that politics and 
policymaking have little effect on their lives, that 
it does not matter if they participate or not. In 
Ireland, for example, a youth worker contacted 
to help organise a focus group explained that the 
young people accessing their services did not 
understand why they would discuss politics, it 
had little relevance for them. This disengagement 
was also consistent in two further case 
studies, France and Hungary, chosen for their 
divergent national political trends and strength 
of democratic institutions and processes. The 
disengagement underpins distancing from 
formal democratic processes like voting or 
involvement in civil society to protect rights and 
ensure government accountability. Inversely, 
the potential of politics to affect tangible, local 
change appealed to research participants, 
indicating how policymakers should respond to 
their alienation from politics. 

Below we provide a brief overview of the 
economic and political context faced by young 
people in disadvantaged socioeconomic 
situations in Europe, before presenting the key 
findings and recommendations that emerged 
from our qualitative research.

Economic context

Being a young adult in the EU, especially from a 
low-income household and ethnic minority, may 
mean delay in accessing employment, housing, 
and more general opportunities that would 
enable leading a fulfilling life.   Young adults 
aged 18-24 years old in the EU are at higher 
risk of poverty (26.5% in 2022) than any cohort, 
including under 18s, at 24.7%, and over 65s, at 
20.2%. Young women in this cohort are at higher 
risk of poverty than men, as are young people 
with lower education levels compared to those 
with a university degree.5 The cost of housing 
is a significant barrier across the countries, but 
is worse in Ireland, Spain and Poland. In Spain, 
only 16% of young people live independently 
and similarly, in Ireland, 68% of 25–29-year-olds 
are still living with their parents.

The most telling statistic concerns NEETs, or 
young people not in education, employment, 
or training. Experience of being NEET can have 
long-lasting detrimental consequences for a 
young person, that include a negative effect 
on their future employment outcomes and 
earnings; on their physical and mental health, 
on the likelihood of difficulties maintaining 
relationships and on drug and substance abuse, 
involvement in criminal activities and social 
exclusion.6  

Ireland has the lowest percentage of NEETs 
amongst 15-34 year olds, or 10.3% in 2022, with 
Poland’s rate at 11.7% and Spain’s at 13.9%.7 
These figures are a warning sign, and young 
people in this group need public support to have 
a chance of a better life. There is also a clear 
gendered dimension emerging from data on 
NEET. In 2022, the gender age gap for NEETS 
increased in relation to age. For 25–29-year-
olds, the NEET rate is consistently higher for 
women in all EU member states except Finland 
and Luxembourg.8 Nearly one in four NEETs 
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in Poland are unemployed. The majority are 
women, most of whom will be taking care of 
children or relatives. Men become NEETs mostly 
due to illness, disability or unemployment.9

Political context

The political disillusionment among young 
Europeans is significant, transcending 
political differences, even in countries as 
distinct politically, economically, socially, and 
geographically as Ireland, Poland, and Spain. 
Despite the varied strength of their democracies 
— for example, Ireland as an ‘open democracy,’ 
and Poland a ‘semi-consolidated’ democracy 
with varying global freedom scores—discontent 
with politics is similarly high.10 Economic 
constraints and the belief that politicians cannot 
significantly improve young lives have fuelled 
this sentiment. 

Existing research indicates that younger 
generations show weak support for dominant 
political parties and exhibit lower political 
participation, including voting and involvement 
in political organisations.10 For example, union 
membership, a traditional bastion against 
economic disadvantage, is declining, particularly 
among younger demographics.11

However, the evidence on political interest 
is somewhat more ambiguous. On the one 
hand, data reveals that disinterest in politics 
is common among young Europeans, with 
significant percentages reporting no interest 
in various countries (see Figures 1 and 2). A  
2023 Polish survey showed that 70% of young 
respondents prefer avoiding political or social 
engagement, indicating a lack of perceived 
personal or collective benefit from politics.13 
Despite this, the 2023 Polish elections saw 
record youth turnout, suggesting a distinction 
between interest in supporting democracy as a 
system and dissatisfaction with its functioning. 

Figure 1. Interest in politics by age group in Europe. 
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Recent studies also show higher levels of 
discontent among the young than previous 
generations at similar life stages, partly due 
to the growing intergenerational divide in life 
opportunities, and greater dissatisfaction 
with democracy.14 At the same time, European 
Social Survey data from 2018 or pre-Covid 
shows a relatively small gap between levels 
of satisfaction with democracy among adults 
and young people.15 This suggests that further 
comparative longitudinal analyses on this topic 
may be necessary to arrive at more conclusive 
results.

Concerningly, there is a preference among 
some young people for authoritarian 
governance styles. Surveys show a significant 
minority of young adults view non-democratic 
governance, including military rule, favourably. 
This trend contrasts sharply with older age 
groups and indicates a worrying inclination 
towards autocratic systems. This attitude, 
driven partly by socioeconomic challenges and 

disillusionment with traditional politics, must be 
taken seriously.16

Trust in government among young Europeans 
has also been declining, particularly since 
Covid, and is lower than their trust in democracy. 
This mirrors broader trends of distrust in 
government.17 One important exception 
seems to be that trust in local and regional 
institutions is generally higher than in any other 
levels of government, showing a potential for 
engagement.18

Based on this brief introduction to the data 
on young people, economic disadvantage and 
democracy, the qualitative findings emerging 
from our research suggest that young people’s 
dissatisfaction with democracy has more to do 
with how it works than with the system itself 
and is influenced by economic exclusion and 
social marginalisation. While there is significant 
disinterest and disillusionment, many young 
people are still engaged with major issues like 

Figure 2. Percentage of people reporting to be not at all interested 
in politics, by age group, 2016 or last year available.

Source: European Social Survey ESS8 - 2016, ESS7-2014 and World Values Survey 
Wave 6: 2010-2014.https://doi.org/10.1787/888933939788

https://doi.org/10.1787/888933939788
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Figure 3. Satisfaction with democracy among adults and young people in Europe in 2018.
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climate change and local politics. 

The following sections summarise the main 
findings of the research of this report and lay 
out a range of important recommendations to 
address them.

Summary of findings

Making politics relevant

Young participants from disadvantaged 
backgrounds were clear that they need to see 
politicians focusing on policies relevant to their 
socioeconomic challenges including:

• Higher than average youth unemployment 
levels

• Job insecurity and low pay

• Living in areas of the country far from major 
employment centres

• Caring responsibilities that create barriers to 
labour market participation

• Mental health issues, which have 
disproportionately affected younger 
generations in comparison with other age 
groups since the COVID-19 crisis.

• A cost-of-living crisis

• Housing and accommodation shortages, 
which have translated into living with parents 
and delays in family formation

• Pressures on public health and community-
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based support services

• The impact of regional inequalities.

Democracy is valued in principle, but the 
political system isn’t working in practice

The participants in this research clearly valued 
democracy and democratic government in 
principle. Building on previous FEPS research, 
they wanted democracy protected and this was 
one reason that they wanted a better relationship 
with democratic institutions and practices. As it 
stands, this relationship is characterised by:

• Feeling that they are not being listened to

• A pervasive lack of trust in political 
representatives

• Feeling disconnected from democratic 
institutions and practices, such as voting, 
as well as other forms of engagement, like 
joining a labour union or volunteering for a 
local organisation

• Defining politics as voting in elections, about 
politicians and political parties, not about 
the issues that they face in their lives. Even 
though they may understand the impact 
of economic and social issues on their 
lives better than other groups, they do not 
frame them within a political discourse and 
policymaking

• Lack of familiarity with national 
representatives (more likely if living in rural 
areas)

• Lack of understanding of formal or upper 
case parliamentary ‘Politics’ (more likely in 
rural areas)

• Being more engaged in local, soft or small ‘p’ 

politics (more likely in rural areas)

Features of the current political system 
that don’t work for young people

Young people expressed dissatisfaction with 
the practice of politics and politicians. Features 
of the current political system that do not work 
for them include:

• Politicians are viewed as self-interested, 
corrupt and unlikely to change

• Politicians focus on the election cycle rather 
than being available year round

• Politicians don’t spend time in their 
community

• Lack of responsiveness of institutions e.g. 
bureaucracy, elitism and lack of access to 
information

• The absence of concrete benefits from 
policymaking, especially at a local level; even 
welfare payment increases or other related 
policies were not accounted for because 
they wanted more tangible change within 
their communities

• Too few routes for them to become exposed 
to politics and to contribute to policymaking

• Too little recognition of their own concerns, 
such as climate change

• Lack of access to news on social media that 
they can trust

• Political parties, union executive 
committees, and other platforms often do 
not explicitly include them or provide them 
opportunities to set an agenda, influencing 
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their interest and the resonance of politics in 
their everyday lives

• Their precarity, caused by low pay, unstable 
employment, housing shortages, among 
other factors, reduces the time and energy 
they commit to political participation and 
civic engagement. It also reduces their 
belief that the formal political system can do 
anything to ameliorate their circumstances

• They may have limited exposure to how 
formal politics works due to insufficient 
education in schools and related activities

• They face linguistic and cultural obstacles 
to participation (such as overly technocratic 
language used by some institutions)

• Political parties and civil society 
organisations such as trade unions or 
even NGOs involved in areas like climate 
change are not seen as a preferred place for 
connecting and socialising with others, as 
they may have been for older generations

• There is a perceived stigma and negative 
social consequences from being identified 
with a political party

• Politics is seen as having a negative effect 
on their mental health.

What young people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds ask of their democracies

• More direct and consistent contact with 
politicians

• Politicians focusing on policies that are 
relevant to young people (see above)

• Seeing politicians respond to the issues that 

are most urgent to them e.g. climate change

• As evidenced from consistent positive 
association with youth services, greater 
investment in activities and platforms for 
engagement at a local level that focus on 
young people

• Recognition of the values that are important 
to young people, such as social justice, 
fairness, freedom of expression and 
fulfilment of human potential

• More opportunities to contribute to the 
policymaking process

• More dynamic, flexible and fluid mechanisms 
of engagement, which reflect their lifestyles 
and interests, being able to digitally engage, 
for example, at times that suits their lifestyles, 
which may involve irregular working hours

• Seeing positive changes in their local areas

• Less polarising social media and inversely, 
easier access to trusted information.

Recommendations

Below is a summary of the report’s key 
recommendations:

European Union recommendations

1. Mainstream young people’s perspectives 
across all policymaking, establishing a 
youth-test19 for all new EU legislation and 
policy. This is a key demand coming not 
only from this research but from the 2022 
European Year of Youth consultations.

2. Strengthen cooperation between EU 
umbrella youth organisations and young 
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representatives of the EU political parties.

3. Ensure financial support is directed to young 
people with experience of socioeconomic 
disadvantage to increase their participation 
in European politics.

4. Expand participatory and consultative 
mechanisms for young people, ensuring 
outcomes are followed up and considered 
during EU decision-making.

5. Strengthen the EU portfolio for young 
people by raising the profile of the EU Youth 
Coordinator, expanding her powers and 
resources, and allowing for increased youth-
mainstreaming across EU institutions. For 
the same reason, introduce a European 
Commissioner for Future Generations. This 
must include providing more opportunities for 
young people to contribute to policymaking 
through different EU platforms, as they need 
to see their generation(s) represented in 
decision-making.

6. Adapt and improve accessibility, signposting 
and outreach related to providing information 
on youth-related policies, programmes and 
opportunities for engagement to young 
people with experience of socioeconomic 
disadvantage.

7. Support member states to gather and 
analyse data on the use of services such as 
the EU online youth portal, to identify whether 
the information it contains is reaching young 
people with experience of socioeconomic 
disadvantage.

8. Support member states by building and 
improving on existing practices of inclusion 
and diversity assessments of European 
Union programming related to youth and 
focusing funding schemes on people with 

fewer opportunities.

9. Increase awareness and strengthen 
protections on social media to support civil 
and youth organisations whose activities 
may conflict with government priorities and 
to counter misinformation and polarising 
and discriminatory behaviour.

10. Support member states in funding 
transparent and accessible research on 
youth policies, collecting gender and age 
disaggregated data.

Member state recommendations

1. Increase investment in line with the 
priorities of young people with experience 
of disadvantage at a national level; with 
policies that tackle socioeconomic barriers 
for political participation.

2. Invest in and strengthen youth services, 
including providing appropriate youth work 
resources to support participation from 
immigrant and ethnic minority backgrounds.

3. Invest in citizenship and political education 
throughout the education system.

4. Improve participation of young people facing 
socioeconomic disadvantage in national 
politics through better representation on 
national youth councils, youth branches 
of political parties, trade unions and non-
governmental organisations.

5. To promote the representation of 
underrepresented groups in political 
institutions, provide financial support to 
enable young people with experience of 
socioeconomic disadvantage to run for 
election and participate in democratic 
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processes at a local, regional and national 
level.

6. Implement direct and deliberative democratic 
mechanisms. Co-design more flexible/fluid 
mechanisms of engagement that better 
involve young people in decision-making.

7. Develop voting systems so that they appeal 
to young voters. (e.g. simplifying voter 
registration, using systems that provide a 
range of options and that are devolved.)

8. Protect the civil and political rights of young 
people, including their right to participate in 
a trade union.

9. Encourage political parties to engage better 
with young people, get them interested in 
politics and include issues relevant to them 
in their programmes.

10. Improve cooperation between representative 
student organisations and unions.

11. Provide multi-annual funding for civil society 
organisations working with young people 
developing participation and providing them 
with political information.

12. Develop digital democracy including 
addressing digital exclusion; improving 
digital infrastructure and developing 
democratic digital tools that are safe, easily 
accessible, unrestricted and user friendly.

Local and regional-level recommendations

1. Build participation of young people in 
the local community, particularly in rural 
areas and in local politics e.g. in some 
countries, this would include making 
greater use of participatory budgeting and 

other mechanisms which enhance youth 
ownership.

2. Improve communication between young 
people and local politicians.

3. Improve citizenship and political education 
throughout the education system.

4. Ensure schools are democratic 
organisations.

5. Build capacity of local community 
organisations that can play a significant role 
in education and promote an understanding 
of democratic values, including investing in 
youth services.

Country-specific recommendations are provided 
at the end of the main report.
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