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ABSTRCT: 

A Looking at political participation behavior of young adults in contemporary Europe, this paper 

provides the reader with a map of different terminologies and logics that are used to discuss youth 

political participation. The existing literature is examined through the lens of five guiding questions: 

what defines youth political participation? How does youth political participation differ from adult 

political participation? How do young adults develop political attitudes? How does youth political 

participation differ across Europe? What methods are being used to analyse youth political 

participation? For those researching youth political participation for the first time, this paper offers a 

useful overview of the topic. At the same time, it gives researchers who are already well-informed the 

opportunity to reflect on the current state of research in this field. Finally, this paper indicates where 

future research is needed. 
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 Introduction 

Looking at the political participation behavior of young adults in contemporary Europe, one is 

faced with a contradiction. Representatives of the disengagement paradigm within the literature 

underpin their argument with empirical findings, such as young adults being the least likely to vote in 

national elections, the drop of youth membership in political parties, and generally low levels of political 

interest., which are more appealing to and are used more frequently by young adults. 

Both perspectives raise questions about the role of young adults in European democracies. The 

two mentioned positions represent the respective end points of a much more nuanced line of research 

on this topic. Research in this area can appear confusing, but overall it is clear that a comprehensive 

picture of both the degree and the modes of youth political participation is lacking. This paper tries to 

take a first step in the direction of addressing this problem. on the following guiding questions: 
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❖ What defines political participation? 

❖ How does youth political participation differ from adult political participation? 

❖ How do young adults develop political attitudes? 

❖ How does youth political participation differ across Europe? 

❖ What methods are being used to analyze youth political participation? 

The first step is to provide a structured inventory. On the one hand, this paper will be helpful for 

those encountering this research area for the first time as it provides an overview of the previous 

research in the field of youth political participation in Europe. On the other, it offers well-informed 

researchers the opportunity to reflect on the current state of research in this field.  

With this in mind, I develop three main arguments within this paper. First, although existing 

definitions of political participation are adequate to capture youth participation, the current literature is 

inconsistent in the inclusion of new modes of participation that are increasingly common among young 

adults. Second, there are both methodological and substantive problems within the existing literature, 

which emerge from young adults' different conceptions of politics as well as from their differing 

awareness to adults of what constitutes political participation.  

The Development of Political Participation Repertoires and Research 

Political Participation research has undergone significant developments over the course of the last few 

decades. Multiple disciplines have contributed to broadening our understanding of the field, but 

because of this multidisciplinary input it has become less clear what the underlying core assumptions 

and definitions are that make up the term Political Participation (PP). This section therefore sketches 

the development of the term and answers the core question of what defines political participation. 

. The authors therefore illustrate that “the advantage of following these decision rules is not only 

that we can distinguish between political acts that fit into definitions with stricter or loser requirements, 

but also that we can systematically exclude those who do not meet the definitional 

requirements” (Theocharis and van Deth, 2018b). Based on this concept, online PP could be 

recognized as a form of PP. However, this example also reveals that PP cannot be defined in a simple 

way, which is also reflected in the existing literature. Instead, it raises the question of whether a 

definition such as the one by van Deth does permit the development of means for unifying the existing 

discussion. At the same time, such a broad and yet clearly defined definition offers the possibility of 

being able to classify forms newly emerging in the literature. In the course of ever-changing social 

situations and behaviors, this seems to be a key aspect of developing a definition of PP, which can be 

used over the long term. 
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 Political Attitudes of the Youth 

Just like the research on political participation, contributions to the field of political attitudes have also 

broadened our understanding of how political attitudes develop and how the political attitudes of young 

adults differ from those of adults. This section takes the different approaches to socialization and the 

debated inputs from other fields and focuses on development, maturation, and the stability of attitudes 

in order to answer how young adults develop political attitudes. 

 Differences in Youth Political Participation Across Europe 

Having discussed the possible differences that exist between young adults and adults and the 

role that political socialization plays, the next step is to look at how young adults and their participation 

differ across Europe. This section aims to illustrate the diversity of participation of young adults, which 

has already been covered by existing research. Of course, this cannot be an exhaustive view of all 

existing studies. Instead, it offers a nuanced view into different regions of Europe and, together with 

the following section on methods, provides the basis for identifying the research gaps in this area. 

Generally, each of the EU-member states' polities offers distinct institutionalized ways of participating. 

In 26 of the 27 member states, citizens need to be at least 18 years old in order to be eligible to vote; 

Austria, with its active voting-age of 16, is the exception.  

Research on Northern European countries has had a great impact on questions of association 

membership and its effects on political participation. 

Apart from these countries, some EU-Member states, namely Greece, Spain, and Portugal, have been 

severely hit by the financial crisis and have also been suffering from a high degree of youth 

unemployment (Tosun et al., 2019), which appears to go hand in hand with decreasing institutionalized 

and increasing non-institutionalized forms of political participation among young adults.  

Previous research thus reveals a wealth of different forms of participation among young adults 

in Europe. The studies focused on very different areas, from membership in associations or voting 

behavior to political activism, e.g., in the form of protest. Here, young adults are exposed to different 

contexts, as, e.g., the case of Eastern Europe with many post-communist countries shows. The results 

of the studies also show which new spaces young adults use for participation and that participating in 

“older” spaces or institutionalized forms of participation can be problematic for them. 

Previously Used Methods to Study Youth Political Participation 

In this final step, the focus is on how and with which methods youth political participation has been 

investigated so far. In the past, some authors addressed one of the central questions—namely how 

young adults perceive and define politics and political participation—and developed tools for assessing 

youth definitions of politics.   
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This review article pursued several goals, among which were to give an overview of the landscape of 

definitions of the term political participation and to work out the specific features of youth political 

participation. Furthermore, it aimed to shed light on the state of youth political participation in the 

European context and the methods previously used to investigate this, in order to be able to identify 

gaps in the literature and to suggest avenues for further research. 

In the first step, it became clear that the decades-long debate on the definition of political participation 

has produced many small-scale definitions. The (few) broader definitions seem to be more helpful, 

even when considering that there is no independent definition of youth political participation 

Another, third major shortcoming is the lack of larger cross-national studies that take into 

account a youth-adequate definition of political participation and conduct research on the political 

participation behavior of youths. This certainly results from the absence of a unified theoretical 

foundation for studying “European” youth political participation. This is unfortunate considering the 

enormous amount of data available, especially from the EU. In addition, implications for European 

policy research can only be made on the basis of cross-country consistent studies. 

conclusion 

In conclusion, it can be said that the definition of youth political participation is currently nothing more 

than general political participation. However, the question remains regarding the use of forms of 

political participation by young adults. Hopefully, this article will trigger other researchers to spend 

more time on this topic and both to resolve the mismatch between the definition of political participation 

and the perception of young adults regarding what is “political” and to review existing and upcoming 

datasets so that they can scrutinize this concept. 
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