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About FES Youth Studies

What are young people afraid of or hopeful
about? In a rapidly changing world that is
challenged by the climate crisis and inequal-
ities, and in many parts aging societies and
democratic decline, FES Youth Studies inves-
tigate how young generations perceive the
development of their societies and their per-
sonal future. Our aim is to foster informed
debate about young people’s views on politics
and democracy against the background

of their life circumstances and values. This in-
cludes key issues such as education, em-
ployment and mobility, family and friends,
and their overall attitudes and perceptions.
We focus on young people aged 14 to 29

to understand their perspectives on these
critical topics.

FES has conducted numerous youth studies
around the world since 2009. In 2024, young
people in Serbia were surveyed along

with youth in other Southeastern Europe
and Central Eastern Europe countries.
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Executive
Summary

The more satisfied young people are, the more
positively they assess their future prospects: half
of them think that their personal future will be
more favourable, while only a quarter think the
same about that of broader society in Serbia.
However, this does not prevent young people
from planning for an average of 2.4 children, a
significantly higher figure than the present total
fertility rate.

As high a proportion as 60 % of economically ac-
tive young people stated that they do not work in
their profession, raising the question of the ade-
quacy of the education system in the current eco-
nomic climate.

It is necessary to emphasise positive narratives
about migrations and their potential for aiding
development through the framing of migrants
as a resource, both for the country of origin (in
this case, Serbia) and the country of destination,
whereby migrants, their families and wider com-
munities & society can benefit.

Young people value democracy as a form of gov-
ernment, but they have low levels of trust in in-
stitutions, especially NATO, political parties and
the media. They have the greatest levels of trust
in the church, the army and the police. The most
important values for young people are security,
human rights and employment, and they singled
out independence and taking responsibility as
important personal values, while political partici-
pation is almost universally least important.

Young people reported having been most com-
monly exposed to psychological violence, and
least commonly electronic violence. They iden-
tify social networks, watching reality shows and
the easy availability of psychoactive substances as
primary causes of violence. In the event of being
subjected to violence, they would first turn to the
family, followed by the police and friends.

Executive Summary



m Introduction

Who are the Youth
of Today? Generation
Unlimited

The world today has the largest generation of
young people® in history. Out of a total of 8 bil-
lion inhabitants of our planet, 1.8 billion people —
or 22 % — are between the ages of 14 and 29; i.e.
every fourth inhabitant of the world belongs to
Generation Z, born between 1995 and 2010.2 The
number of young people is decreasing in the de-
veloped part of the world, while regions in Afri-
ca, Central America and South Asia are recording
significant increases among this cohort.

The development of modern technology has al-
lowed the voice of young people to be heard
louder and further than ever before. They are
well-connected to each other, and want to con-
tribute to the sustainability of their communities,
proposing innovative solutions, driving social
progress, and inspiring political change in urban
and rural areas alike. Generation Z is broadly per-
ceived as the most economically and culturally
powerful generation to date. In the last decade,
young people have been at the forefront of so-
cial movements dealing with issues that affect
the livelihoods of communities around the world;
they have established or come to lead some of
the world’s leading companies, headed political
movements, etc. At the same time, young peo-
ple are faced by a society characterized by crises
and uncertainty. People born in 2006 have lived
through a major economic recession, the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, increasingly frequent changes
in the environment caused primarily by climate
change and global warming, numerous armed
conflicts, the so-called migrant crisis, as well as the
many other challenges they face in their immedi-
ate environs. And all of this by only 18 years of age.

Youth Study Serbia

Most of the respondents of the global survey
“What do young people want?”3® emphasised
quality education as their highest priority, along-
side the acquisition of skills and competences
for entering the labour market and building suc-
cessful careers. In addition, they consider it im-
portant that equal conditions exist on the labour
market, without discrimination based on gender,
economic status, disability, urban-rural origin, or
migrant/refugee status. But they also face peer
violence and marginalization, and struggle with
the burden of the global erosion of human rights
and access to justice, and therefore also consid-
er the preservation of their mental health one of
their priorities.

Modern-day processes have turned the world
into a global village, and only interactive dia-
logue, understanding and mutual respect can
create the environment required for a liveable
world of resilient, inclusive and sustainable so-
cieties and economies. In this, young individuals,
as key actors, leaders and partners, play a crucial
role, through creativity, innovation and capaci-
ty for positive change. It is clear that long-term
peace, security, justice, climate mitigation and
sustainable development for all can be achieved
only by engaging and working with young peo-
ple, supporting them in realizing their rights, and
creating conditions that allow them to advance
and take an active role in society.® And, as stated
in the UNESCO Youth Programme (Fig. 1):

By youth, with youth, for youth.

1. Introduction
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Fig.1 The most common words used by young people in the survey “What do young people want?”
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In the first decades of the 21st century, the Re-
public of Serbia stands facing a number of demo-
graphic challenges, among which we single out

the ever-shrinking numbers in the cohorts of chil-
dren and young people, the low and constant-
ly decreasing number and share of young peo-
ple within the total population, the emigration

of the young population, the decrease in work-
force numbers, etc. The continuous emigration of
young people with higher education (or equiva-
lent), as well as the departure of the female, re-
productively capable population, indicates that
the implementation of measures to improve the

position of young people in the current climate

of unfavourable demographic trends by achiev-
ing a so-called ‘demographic resilience of society’
is now critical. All of the above is together one of
the main issues to be tackled in order to achieve
a sustainable future, and additional state invest-
ment in young people with the aim of creating
conditions for a better quality of life — especially
from the point of view of education, employment
and housing —is also necessary.

Who are the
young peoplein
our study?

The oldest respondent was born in 1995, when the

eruption of the Mount Merapi volcano in Indo-
nesia killed 13 people, and a catastrophic earth-
quake hit the Japanese city of Kobe. The World

Health Organization in Geneva announced that
the cause of the epidemic in Zaire could be the

Ebola virus. 250,000 people were temporarily dis-
placed by flooding in the Netherlands. Barings
Bank, one of London’s oldest banking establish-
ments, went bankrupt. In the same year, basket-
ball player Nikola Joki¢ was born, who, at the time
of writing, is considered one of the top five play-
ers in the NBA, and an international icon who in-
spired generations of youth. While at the time of
re-editing the text, he has just confirmed his read-
iness to play for the Serbian national team at the
2024 Olympic Games in Paris.
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In 1995, Yugoslav basketballers became European
champions at the championship in Athens, and
the victory was celebrated with extra euphoria
because FR Yugoslavia, after a three-year sport-
ing isolation, was once again able to participate
in an international competition. That same year,
FR Yugoslavia lost its most celebrated theater ac-
tor, Mija Aleksi¢, while the world mourned Mau-
rizio Gucci — one of fashion’s most iconic figures.
One of the most well-known names in fashion. In
the same year, Novak Novak, a humorist and one
of the most popular screenwriters from the for-
mer Yugoslavia, died. At the Cannes Film Festi-
val, Yugoslav director Emir Kusturica received the
Golden Palm for his film “Underground: Once
Upon a Time There Was One Country”. The Day-
ton Agreement was signed, which symbolical-
ly ended the war on the territory of the former
Yugoslavia, in which many innocent victims died
in all countries. These young people were born
in the year when the World Health Organiza-
tion announced that approximately one million
people in the former Yugoslavia needed medical
help due to war-induced psychological trauma.
In 1995, the death penalty was also abolished in
South Africa. The Schengen Agreement between
the countries of Belgium, France, Germany, Lux-
embourg, the Netherlands, Portugal and Spain
entered into force. Residents of (and visitors to)
these countries could now travel between them
without borders. On the subject of borders, the
UN Security Council lifted sanctions against Yu-
goslavia, which had been under an economic
blockade for 1,253 days, since 31 May 1992. Micro-
soft released Windows 95. The band The Prodigy
held a concert in the “Pionir” (Pioneer) hall, which
was reported on in the media as “the concert that
changed Serbia”?® The previous international act
that a young audience had had a chance to see
was Bob Dylan in mid-1991. This concert was a key
moment because, after the lifting of sanctions, it
once more allowed young people who were ea-
ger to see foreign performers to gather in a ven-
ue with a name that was equally symbolic. A year
later, band members expressed their support for
the student protests against the government of
Slobodan Milosevic.6
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The youngest respondent was born in 2010, when
the Burj Khalifa, the tallest building in the world,
was built in Dubai. The 45th head of the Serbian
Orthodox Church, Patriarch Irinej, was enthroned
in the Cathedral Church in Belgrade. Dusanka Kal-
anj, well-known announcer and host of TV Bel-
grade, and the first woman news anchor of TV
Dnevnik, died. Other notable deaths include
Momo Kapor, the Yugoslav painter, writer and
journalist, and, across the Atlantic, actor John
Forsythe, famous for playing Blake Carrington
in Dynasty. Floods across Central Europe killed 15
people. More than 1,000 villages on the Chinese
island of Hainan were also flooded following
the heaviest rainfall in decades. Closer to home,
the first Pride parade in Belgrade ended in vio-
lent clashes, leaving 124 policemen and 17 dem-
onstrators injured — some seriously — and result-
ing in 207 arrests.

Young people were growing up, borders were
shifting, architecture was being reshaped, plan-
et Earth, the climate and the environment were
also changing. Political actors and icons of popu-
lar culture came and went, with new idols enter-
ing the worlds of sports, culture, entertainment,
film and fashion, and some older ones leaving us
forever. The country fluctuated between periods
of war and peace, between international isola-
tion and packed sports and concert halls. All of
this represents a framework that has shaped the
lifestyles, values, attitudes and expectations of
those who grew up through it.

Our young people have grown up in a society
that some theorists would describe as postmod-
ern. It is a society in which individualistic values
have dominated collectivist ones (Tomi¢-Kolud-
rovi¢, 2002), in which narcissistic culture has
reigned, dictates of beauty and health have be-
come imperative, and faith in society and politics
has declined (Lasch, 1986). Young people live in
a consumer society where it is very important to
buy “new and better” and to “be healthy” (Lipov-
ecki, 2008).” Postmodern society is further char-
acterized by fluid identities and lifestyles (Cifri¢ &
Nikodem, 2008).
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Itis a society of risk (Beck, 1992) in which there is
little chance that our young people will have a
single continuous permanent job for their whole
life (Giddens, 2003), nor that they will have lunch
at 2:00 p.m., with the whole family gathering to-
gether at 8:00 p.m., after the news, to watch Bol-
ji zivot, Minimaksovizija, or Dynasty. There is little
chance that they will live their whole lives in the
same place as they were born. They will change
their address — both physical and virtual - many
more times than their parents ever did. However,
it is unlikely that they will change their citizenship
as their parents did — parents who still struggle,
confused, when filling out forms that ask for their
country of birth (SFR Yugoslavia, FR Yugoslavia,
Serbia & Montenegro; which one was it again?).

We can see two different traditions evident in our
approach to young people. Young people can be
seen as an important social resource, represent-
atives of a desirable future, bearers of dominant
values and innovations. This approach to young
people comes to the fore in periods of social sta-
bility and economic progress. Another tradition
views youth as a problem, as a group that is vul-
nerable, and as the originator of various forms
of deviant behaviour. This approach comes to
the fore in more socially unstable periods (llisin,
2005:17; Moji¢, 2012:3, 4).

The post-socialist context brought further impe-
tus to certain challenges faced by young people
in Serbia: insecurity of the transition to adulthood,
uncertainty surrounding the opportunity for em-
ployment, a subservient position of young people
in relation to society and the world of their elders,
difficulties in achieving socio-economic independ-
ence, delays in starting their own families, the re-
sulting overall insufficient integration of young
people into the system of economic and social
growth and into the political system. Due to the
modernization processes inherent to contempo-
rary society, young people are forced to search for
their own identity and to think about individual
strategies of social integration (Moji¢, 2012:5, 6,
Tomanovi¢, 2012, Tomanovic¢ & Stanojevi¢, 2019).
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In such a context, it becomes a challenge to re-
search — let alone begin to interpret — the values,
attitudes, plans, hopes, expectations and fears
of young people today. Are young people a re-
source for democratic change, bearers of a de-
sirable future? Or have they been excluded (by
themselves and others alike) from the social and
political reality? Are they satisfied? What is im-
portant to them when choosing a partner? Do
their opinions and views match with those of
their parents? Are they planning a family? How
do they perceive their chances of employment
and careers? Do they have faith in institutions?
Are they faced by a ‘Should | stay or should | go?’
dilemma? How do they see their future, and that
of the society they live in? What do they value in
society, and where do they see the biggest prob-
lems? To what extent do they identify with their
own nation, and what are their attitudes toward
minorities in society? Do they sometimes feel dis-
criminated against? How interested are they in
politics, and what are their views on current po-
litical issues? Are they exposed to violence? While
a study like this can never provide definitive an-
swers to these questions, it can offer one analyt-
ical perspective, which is an important starting
point for discussion and critical examination of
the issues at hand. Furthermore, the emerging
guestions concerning critical youth issues may
hold greater significance. The authors deeply be-
lieve in young people’s potential for contribution
to a desirable future, and while we may find some
answers disheartening, this should only provide
incentive for us to all think about what obstacles
prevent them from being more proactive in their
personal lives and as part of broader society.

1. Introduction
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m Methodology

This research aims to show how adolescents and
young people perceive politics, democracy and
the state of society, as well as how they perceive
their role as agents of change in both the com-
munities in which they live, as well as wider soci-
ety. In other words, the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung
(FES) Youth Study investigates how young gen-
erations perceive the development of their soci-
eties and their personal futures, with the aim of
encouraging an informed debate about the in-
terests, values and livelihoods of young people
between the ages of 15 and 29 in the following
domains: education, employment, mobility, re-
lationships with friends & family, core values, at-
titudes & viewpoints, and political attitudes &
perceptions. The study has been created on the
basis of previous FES research, which has been
conducted in the region of Southeastern Europe
in 2015 and 2018/2019, in Russia in 2019/2020, in
Central Europe and the Baltic States in 2021, and
in Azerbaijan, Armenia & Georgia in 2022.

In accordance with the aims of the research, a
methodological procedure framed by a quantita-
tive-qualitative approach was applied, which ena-
bled a comprehensive analysis of various aspects
of young people’s lives. Data collection was car-
ried out by Ipsos, an agency specialized in global
market and public opinion research, across 9,500
respondents aged 14 to 29 in Albania, Bosnia &
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Kosovo & Metohi-
ja*, North Macedonia, Montenegro, Romania,
Serbia, Slovenia, Greece and Turkey. A non-prob-
abilistic quota sample was chosen, in accordance
with assumptions, expectations and/or knowl-
edge about the population to which the results
refer. Quota selection was made according to age,
gender and region in all countries, and an addi-
tional soft quota was created according to educa-
tional attainment. One of the main rationales for
choosing a quota sampling approach was the low
number of cases of the target group (young peo-
ple) in each of the study countries, which limited
the feasibility of a purely random sample.

Youth Study Serbia

The sample size in Serbia was 750 people, and the
research was conducted using the CaWI (Comput-
er aided web interviewing) quantitative method,
which is carried out by means of a computer, with
the respondent filling out an online survey on a
website specially designed and created for the re-
search. The target group in the research was lim-
ited to those persons who signed up for the on-
line panel and who had access to online services
on a digital input device at the time of the survey.
The survey was conducted through the Ipsos On-
line Panel and their partner network in the peri-
od from 9 February to 25 March 2024.

The CaWI sample was then drawn from the Ip-
sos Online Panel by quota selection according to
age, gender and regional characteristics. These
core sociodemographic characteristics are pre-de-
fined so that respondents can be directly select-
ed via online means to achieve a representative
distribution.

The authors were aware of the limitations of the
applied method during their analysis of the data.
In the case of CaW!I research, these primarily re-
late to the limited target group: online surveys
can only be completed by persons who have ac-
cess to the internet, and, in this instance, those
who have registered in advance for the online
panel, and there also exists a bias toward re-
sponses from persons who regularly participate
in surveys of a similar type. In addition, online
surveys are more accessible to respondents with
secondary or higher education. For the above
reasons, the use of quotas was significant, as it
helped ensure the representativeness of the sam-
ple. Itis also important to point out that for per-
sons younger than 18 years of age, who make up
a significant portion of the sample, parental con-
sent was necessary in accordance with the laws
of the Republic of Serbia. This study builds upon
previous FES research and comparable studies of
similar age cohorts, with necessary qualifications
concerning sample comparability.

2. Methodology
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The responses were anonymous, and the sub-
mitted data was aggregated, without revealing
the identity of the respondents or any person-
al data that could potentially provide a basis for
their identification. This allowed survey partici-
pants to freely express their opinions and expe-
riences without fear of judgement or disagree-
ment, which improves the trust of respondents
and often provides for more accurate and relia-
ble answers. After completing data collection and
processing, researchers from the Faculty of Ge-
ography at the University of Belgrade performed
the data interpretation and presented the analyt-
ical results. The software packages SPSS and Mi-
crosoft Access were used for analysis. The analy-
sis employs descriptive statistics to describe the
collected data. Within descriptive statistics, cor-
relation measures are often used to describe the
relationship between two or more variables. The
most significant results are graphically presented
in tables or appropriate diagrams, and the values
are expressed in absolute and relative (i.e. per-
centage) values.

Youth Study Serbia

2. Methodology
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Basic Demographic
Characteristics and Trends

Major demographic changes in the population
have been evidenced in a reduction of the con-
tingent of the population aged 14 to 29 years,
largely as a result of reduced fertility in recent
decades. In the period between the two popu-
lation censuses, from 2011 to 2022, the number
of young people in this cohort decreased by as
many as 300,867 (from 1,416,731 to 1,115,864),
i.e. from 19.6 % of the total population to 16.7 %.
They are also characterized by a slight gender im-
balance:in 2022, the cohort aged 14-29 living in
Serbia consisted of 570,525 males and 545,339 fe-
males (RZS, 2022). What characterizes this period
of life is a high ‘demographic density’ (Rindfuss,
1991), highlighting this period as one with numer-
ous life-altering demographic events and transi-
tions. Demographic events refer to changes in the
life cycle that are biological, social or cultural in
nature, can occur in any period of life, and are re-
lated to institutional and structural effects, norms,
needs and behaviours. A more detailed examina-
tion of the population of young people is cer-
tainly justified, especially when one takes into ac-
count that they are of exceptional importance for
the reproductive, economic, social, political and
cultural characteristics of the broader population.

The average age of respondents in the sample
was 21.7 years (21.6 for male and 21.8 for female),
while teenagers were on average 15.8 years old,
respondents aged 20-24 were on average 21.6,
and those in the 25-29 age group were 27.0 years
on average. The gender structure of the sample
is fairly uniform, as 45.3 % of respondents were
male, and 54.7 % female. There were no major
inconsistencies between the representation of
respondents in terms of geographic region; a
slightly smaller number is from Belgrade and the
region of Southern & Eastern Serbia (which are
smaller regions in terms of population) compared
to the regions of Vojvodina and Sumadija & West-
ern Serbia. If we look at the functional character-
istics of the settlements in which respondents live,
half of them are from urban areas, while a consid-
erable proportion of the respondents were una-
ble to define their place of residence as either ur-
ban or rural (21.1%). A little under a quarter of
the participants in the survey (23.1%) live in (pre-
dominantly) rural settlements, and a small num-
ber of respondents (40, or 5.3 %) did not specify
the type of settlement in which they live. Relative-
ly speaking, in relation to representative survey
samples from previous surveys conducted in 2015
and 2018/2019, the quota sample from 2024 had
more female respondents, a higher representa-
tion of older respondents, and fewer respondents
living in urban areas (Fig. 2). Of the total num-
ber of respondents, 80 % declared themselves to
be Orthodox Christians, which is largely in agree-
ment with the share of Orthodox Christians re-
corded in Serbia (RZS, 2022a). A relatively large
proportion of young people stated that they
do not know what their religion is (9.2 %). Mus-
lims are represented by 2.5 % of respondents and
Catholics by 1.7 %.

3. Basic Demographic Characteristics and Trends
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Fig.2 Demographic characteristics of the Serbian data sample

14-18 19-24 25-29 Total %
Total 188 287 275 750 100
Gender Male 97 120 123 340 453
Female 91 167 152 410 54.7
Rural 23 44 46 113 15.1

More rural than urban 20 22 18 60 8.0

Place of living Neither urban nor rural 37 58 63 158 214
More urban than rural 21 36 28 85 113
Urban 84 105 105 294 39.2
Belgrade region 56 59 60 175 233
Vojvodina region 56 75 71 202 26.9

Region

Sumadija and Western Serbia regions 56 83 68 207 276
Southern and Eastern Serbia regions 56 53 56 165 220
No school or elementary school 22 33 38 93 12.4
Mother’s education High school 111 169 169 449 59.9
Higher education or college 48 54 46 148 19.7

No school or elementary school 10 22 39 71 95
Father's education High school 112 173 163 448 59.7
Higher education or college 58 57 47 162 216

3. Basic Demographic Characteristics and Trends
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In terms of parents’ education, we can conclude
that young respondents whose parents have
completed high school predominate, with rough-
ly the same proportion of both mothers and fa-
thers - slightly below 60 % — having completed
this level of education. In the sample, there are
slightly fewer young people whose fathers have
no or only elementary school, and, conversely,
slightly more fathers who had specialist vocation-
al or higher education compared to their mothers.
If we analyze the homogeneity of the respond-
ents’ parents’ education, of the total number,
4.5 % have both father and mother with no or
only elementary school, 45 % are those whose fa-
ther and mother have both completed secondary
education, while 11.7 % have specialist vocation-
al (polytechnic) or higher education. Cases with
parental educational imbalance look like this: In
cases where the father has attained specialist vo-
cational (polytechnic) or higher education, 7.3%
mothers have the lowest levels of education and
9.6 % have high school, while, where the mother
has attained specialist vocational (polytechnic) or
higher education, 4.8 % of fathers have attained
no education or only elementary school and 7.5 %
have high school.

Youth Study Serbia

Unfavourable educational characteristics of
mothers also existed in the 2015 survey, although
the share with the highest level of education
was higher in comparison to the sample ana-
lysed here. In the sample from 2018/2019, there
were fewer respondents whose parents had only
attained the lowest level of education, but also
more children whose parents had completed sec-
ondary education as their highest level.

Main takeaways

The number of young people has de-
m creased significantly in the last decade,
both in absolute (by 300,867) and relative
(by 2.9 percentage points) terms.

2 The sample is geographically evenly

m distributed; there are slightly more fe-
males; half of the respondents live in more ur-
ban areas; four out of five being Orthodox
Christian (as among the general population).

The educational structure of the parents
m shows that 4.5 % have both a father and
mother with no education or only elementary
school, 45 % of respondents have both parents
with high school education, while 11.7 % have
both parents with advanced vocational or
higher education.

3. Basic Demographic Characteristics and Trends
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Young people
and education

Education as
a marker of transition
to adulthood

The transition from youth to adulthood is marked
by a greater number of events in the lives of
young people, and “prolonged adolescence” is
often mentioned as a phenomenon in Serbia due
to structurally objective circumstances (Ignjatovic,
2009). Certain shifts in the pace of transition have
been recorded, but these are limited to the realm
of financial independence, while other trajecto-
ry indicators have remained stagnant (Tomano-
vi¢, 2012). Nevertheless, non-singular trajectories
of the transition to adulthood are becoming a re-
ality, which confirms the need to re-examine es-
tablished knowledge about cohabitation, housing
and living arrangements and the economic inde-
pendence of young people. Youth unemployment
is an all-pervading challenge and a major obsta-
cle in the transition to adulthood, but it should
be noted that both long- and short-term trends
indicate that significant progress has been made
within the framework of sustainable develop-
ment goals due to the drop in the unemployment
rate of the young population (RZS, 2022b: 60).

Youth Study Serbia

Education, in addition to playing an irreplaceable
role in the socialization of young people, is often
a key prerequisite for future employment. The re-
cent COVID-19 pandemic has posed major chal-
lenges to the education system itself, including
that of organizing and attending online classes.
Today's young people are the first generation to
encounter such a way of working, and the PISA
survey from 2022 showed that 38 % of students in
Serbia had a problem with understanding school
assignments at least once per week, and 30 % had
problems finding someone to help them with
their homework (OECD, 2022).

The educational characteristics of the young peo-
ple who participated in the survey are an impor-
tant determinant of many other analysed trends,
attitudes and values. The exploration of the edu-
cational structure was two-fold: first we analysed
“What is the highest level of completed school?”,
and then “Who are the young people involved
in the education process?”. Of the total number
of respondents, the majority are those with high
school education: slightly more than half (55 %)
have completed technical or vocational school,
and 13.2% have completed grammar school.
8.4 % have completed specialist vocational school
(polytechnic), and 11.7 % of surveyed young peo-
ple have a bachelor’s degree, while 4.8 % have
also completed master’s studies. 4.3 % of the re-
spondents have the lowest level of educational
attainment, with no education or only elementa-
ry school (Fig. 3). Since this is a quota panel sam-
ple, it is expected that an ‘educational bias’ will
be present, because the educational structure of
the general young population aged 15-29 differs
most in terms of the lowest level of education at-
tained: 27.5 % with no education or only elemen-
tary school, 56.1 % with high school, 2.0 % with
specialist vocational education and 7.3 % univer-
sity (RZS, 2022c¢).

4.Young people and education
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Fig. 3
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Education status of youth in Serbia
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By level of education
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Of the young people surveyed, 57.4 % are current-
ly involved in education. Most of those who are
involved in education process have completed
secondary vocational or technical school (67.4 %),
while 7.6 % continued their education after gram-
mar school. 13.7 % of those surveyed continued
education after completing specialist vocational
school or university, while 4.3 % of respondents
pursue further education after gaining master’s
degree. Currently 5.1 % are continuing education
after the lowest level of education (Fig. 3).

55.1
67.4

highest achieved level of education
educational attainment of currently

The use of the internet by young people for edu-
cational purposes varies significantly depending
on their age and place of residence. Thus, young
people who do not use the internet at all in the
course of their education more commonly live in
rural areas, with 20 % of high school students and
43% of young people aged over 19 from rural ar-
eas not spending any time using the internet in
the process of their education. The largest pro-
portion of young people who spend a significant
number of hours online for schooling purposes —
sometimes more than five per day - live in more
urban areas and belong to the university student
cohort (19-24 years old). Comparatively, 20 % of
young people spend more than three hours using
social media and networks such as Facebook, In-
stagram, TikTok, etc., with 18 % of young people
(mostly from older cohorts) spending time online
for paid (i.e. work-related) activities, and 12 % of
young people using the internet for education-
al purposes.

4. Young people and education
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Satisfaction with
education and views
of corruption

When asked “How satisfied are you in general

with the quality of education?”, the largest share —
as many as 37.2% - of young people opted for
the “Unsatisfied” options, while around a quarter
of students are generally and completely satisfied

with the overall quality of their education. The

answer to the question of how generally satisfied

they are with the quality of education in Serbia is

highly correlated with their previous experience

with the education process, which makes it neces-
sary to analyse this question in relation to the lev-
el of education attained. Those most dissatisfied

with the quality of education, i.e. those who an-
swered the question with “l am not at all satisfied”
and "l am mostly dissatisfied” are young people

who are currently in master’s or doctoral stud-
ies (42 % of all enrolled in this level of study), fol-
lowed by high school students (37.7 % of all high

school students) and then those who have no ed-
ucation or training (36.6 %). On the other hand,
the highest percentages of satisfied respondents

(i.e. those who answered “Mostly satisfied” and

“Very satisfied”) — with equal percentages (29) -
were found among those undertaking master’s

or doctoral studies and those attending another
form of education or training (Fig. 4).

One of the determinants of quality can be the an-
swer to the question of whether young people
think that cases exist where grades are ‘bought’
at universities. If we cross-compare the level of
satisfaction with the quality of education and the
suspicion that corruption exists in universities ac-
cording to respondents’ current educational sta-
tus (Fig. 4), we get an approximate indicator of
trust in the education system in Serbia. As many
as 53.4 % of those surveyed who had complet-
ed university studies but not yet graduated ful-
ly agree that there are irregularities with univer-
sity examinations.

Youth Study Serbia

Although they do not have personal experience
with this practice because they are still in high
school, the cohort of high school students when
compared to other respondents reported the
lowest proportion of those who are convinced
that corruption exist (33.8 %), although 31.7 % of
them mostly agree with the statement that stu-
dents are not evaluated at university solely on the
basis of the knowledge they have acquired. The
general conclusion is that two-thirds of respond-
ents mostly or completely believe that there is
corruption at universities, regardless of wheth-
er they are high school students (65.7 %), close to
completing their undergraduate studies (73.7 %),
or master’s or doctoral students (71.6 %). Even
those who attend other forms of education or
training (72.4 %) or are not involved in education
or training (66.7 %) believe to a large extent that
corruption in education is a widespread phenom-
enon. However, as a general rule, young people
who are more satisfied with the quality of educa-
tion in Serbia are less likely to express suspicion of
any of examination irregularities.

Main takeaways

1 A high percentage of young persons
m (38.2 %) are not (at all) satisfied with the
quality of education in Serbia.

The more satisfied the respondents are
m with the quality of education, the less
they express suspicion of corruption within it.

The most common form of education-

m al attainment for both those who are
still in education and those who are no longer
engaged in the educational process is high
school.

Young people who live in rural areas

m are less likely to use the internet for edu-
cational purposes
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Fig.4 Satisfaction with education and views on corruption among youth in Serbia (in %)
Do you agree that there are cases where grades and exams are ‘bought’at institutes/universities
in Serbia? And how satisfied are you with the quality of education in Serbia in general?
By respondents’ current status in education.
Completely Mostly Something Mostly Completely
disagree disagree in between agree agree
Not satisfied at all 25 0.0 2.9 6.9 9.3
Mostly dissatisfied 1.5 1.0 25 4.9 6.4
High school Something in between 15 3.4 4.9 9.8 10.3
Mostly satisfied 0.5 0.5 3.4 9.8 6.4
Very satisfied 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 15
Not satisfied at all 1.1 0.0 1.1 3.4 14.8
Mostly dissatisfied 1.1 0.0 1.1 23 9.1
Undergraduate Something in between 0.0 4.5 6.8 6.8 -
Mostly satisfied 0.0 23 3.4 8.0 5.7
Very satisfied 0.0 0.0 23 0.0 0.0
Not satisfied at all 1.2 0.0 1.2 9.9 14.8
Mostly dissatisfied 0.0 25 3.7 4.9 3.7
Master or PhD studies Something in between 0.0 0.0 7.4 3.7 123
Mostly satisfied 0.0 0.0 6.2 7.4 7.4
Very satisfied 0.0 0.0 1.2 1.2 6.2
Not satisfied at all 1.7 0.0 3.4 3.4 10.3
Mostly dissatisfied 0.0 0.0 3.4 1.7 3.4
Other types of studies Something in between 1.7 1.7 3.4 10.3
Mostly satisfied 0.0 0.0 5.2 6.9 13.8
Very satisfied 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.7 1.7
Not satisfied at all 1.1 1.1 1.8 4.0 134
Mostly dissatisfied 0.7 1.1 3.6 4.7 5.1
fam not.ir.n education Something in between 1.8 1.1 6.9 12.7 12.7
or training process
Mostly satisfied 0.4 0.4 4.3 4.0 9.1
Very satisfied 0.7 0.4 1.4 0.1 0.7
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Employment
and mobility

Are young people

‘flexible’ on the labour

market?

It is necessary to analyze the employment status

of the respondents in relation to their age, be-
cause the youngest are not expected to be em-
ployed, which is also shown by the data, as within

the 14-18 age group, the majority of respond-
ents stated that they do not have a job and are

not looking for one (32 %) or answered “Other”
(15.4 %) or “Don't know" (14.4 %) to the question

about current work status. Somewhat unexpect-
edly, as many as 12.8 % of the youngest subgroup

stated that they do not have a job, but are ac-
tively looking for one. Almost a third (30.7 %) of
young people aged 19-24 who belong to the

student population are actively looking for a job,
while 11.9 % do not have a job but are not taking

any measures to find one at present, with another
8.0 % having temporary jobs. The cohort with the

smallest proportion of unemployed young peo-
ple not looking for a job is aged between 25 and

29 (6.5 %), while 27.0 % of this subgroup are ac-
tively searching for a job. When looked at by age

group, the youngest experience the highest lev-
els of unemployment, but there is a high share of
unemployed youth aged 19-24 (40.3 %), as well

as a third of ‘older’ youth.

Youth Study Serbia

It is surprising that as many as 35.6 % of teenag-
ers report that they have a job, as do 42.2% of
those who are of the age where they are usually
expected to be in faculty, and an expectedly high
proportion (52.1%) of those aged 25-29 also re-
port having a job. The stability of jobs performed
by young people, viewed through the duality of
those young people who have permanent con-
tracts or are self employed, and those with fixed-
term contracts, reflects the relative insecurity of
young people in the labour market. Among the
youngest cohort, the shares of those working
with permanent (12.2 %) and temporary (15.0 %)
contracts are similar, while the share of perma-
nent contract jobs increases with age. Neverthe-
less, as many as 40.6 % of young people aged 19—
24 and 44.4 % of young people aged 25-29 are in
temporary jobs (Fig. 5).

The professional orientation of young people
plays an important role in the country’s econom-
ic future, but also in the planning of education-
al programs. The issue of a high degree of mis-
match between the education and professional
activities of the young people surveyed is rele-
vant from the perspective of the functioning of
the labour market, and the fact that 60 % of re-
spondents stated that they do not work in the
field for which they received their education rais-
es many questions (Fig. 7). As much as a quarter
of all working young people do not work in their
profession, in spite of having the most favoura-
ble type of contract, i.e. a permanent and full-
time one. Of those who work full time on a tem-
porary contract, most do work that is not related
to their profession (13.4 %), as do young people
with temporary jobs (10.3%). On the other hand,
roughly one-third of respondents work in their
profession or one that is closely related to it. This
divergence points to a paradoxical situation: on
the one hand, the shortcomings of the education
system in providing adequately educated young
workers to the labour market are evident, while,
on the other, the resourcefulness and adaptabil-
ity of young people is clear to see. Cross-compar-
isons with answers to questions about satisfac-
tion with the quality of education and the degree
of job-relevant training show that 25 % of young
people who do not work in their profession are
not satisfied with the quality, while only a 15%
are mostly or very satisfied.

5. Employment and mobility
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Categories of (un)employment of youth in Serbia (in %)

By age group

1418 19-24

The flexibility of young people in employment
can also be seen if we analyse the level of educa-
tion required to perform the work in which they
are engaged. Of all young workers, one-third
work in a job that requires a lower level of for-
mal education than the one they have attained.
Half of the young people work in jobs that are
in line with their level of education, while 9.3 %
have been able to find employment in a position
that requires a higher level of education (Fig. 6).

The most vulnerable segment of young people
are those who fall into the NEET category, i.e.
those who are not in employment, education or
training. In 2019, almost one-fifth of young peo-
ple aged between 15 and 30 in Serbia fell into this
category. Based on the research conducted, we
can conclude that 12.5 % of the surveyed youth
fell into the NEET category. One pattern has been
identified with the phenomenon of the so-called
NEET cohort: it increases with age, and is high-
er among both women and rural area popula-
tions (Andi¢ & Rakin, 2020). The youth in the sam-
ple do not deviate from these patterns: as much
as 55.3 % of the NEET youth are 25-29 years old,
36.2 % are between 19 and 24 years old, and only
8.5% are 14 to 18 years old. Furthermore, only
one-third of this cohort are male, and the only
place where this indicator deviates from the gen-
eral trends observed is related to the place of resi-
dence, as it is higher in urban areas (40.4 %), com-
pared to rural (33 %).

25-29

When assessing the characteristics and val-
ues that respondents consider important when
searching for a job (Fig. 8), two meritocratic
ones could be singled out: expertise and expe-
rience from abroad, as well as two non-merito-
cratic ones: personal connections and member-
ship of a political party. Slightly less than a third
of respondents believe that non-meritocratic val-
ues are very important when finding a job, and
almost half of respondents believe that ‘connec-
tions’ or membership of a political party are most-
ly or very important for employment. On the oth-
er hand, young people believe that experience
from abroad is not particularly important for find-
ing a job, although slightly less than half of re-
spondents evaluate expertise as mostly or very
important.

Taking into account the fact that almost half of
young people consider that ‘closeness’ to a politi-
cal party or people in power is of primary or high
importance for getting a job, it is advisable to ex-
amine the extent to which young people justify
tax evasion, accepting/giving bribes or using con-
nections to ‘get things done’ (e.g. in the hospi-
tal, in various administrative offices, etc.). Name-
ly, when comparing these three illegal actions,
the general conclusion is that young responents
in most cases are not supportive of them, with
most being against bribery (62.6 %), followed by
tax evasion (55.4 %), although every fifth young
person justifies the use of ‘connections”.
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Match between formal education and employment among youth in Serbia (in %)
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Discrepancy between the level of training and employment among youth in Serbia (in %)
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@ Yes, I work in my profession

While this data was analysed according to the
economic activity of young people, there is no
significant difference in these opinions accord-
ing to employment category or job stability.
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There are very few young people who believe that
they have experienced some form of discrimina-
tion frequently, with the lowest numbers being
among those who have sometimes or often been
discriminated against because of their sexual ori-
entation (10 %), while most young people report-
ed that they have sometimes or often experienced
discrimination as a result of their economic back-
ground (37.2%). As expected, slightly more fe-
males reported that they were sometimes or of-
ten discriminated against than males, with 30 % of
females having been discriminated against on the
basis of gender, with 21% believing that it hap-
pened sometimes, and 9 % often.

Mobility

Migration — among today'’s greatest global chal-
lenges — profoundly affects development in send-
ing, transit, and receiving countries. Globalization,
scientific and technological progress, the informa-
tion revolution, and humanity’s enduring pursuit
of better living conditions have transformed pop-
ulation movement into an inevitable social phe-
nomenon. This has made migration a key subject
of scientific research seeking to better understand
our world. Young people, with their work and re-
productive potential, are key participants in migra-
tory activities. According to data from the United
Nations (2019), about 38 million international mi-
grants are under the age of 20, while 84 million
are under the age of 30 (Todorovi¢ et al., 2021).
Youth migration occurs concurrent to the transi-
tion to adulthood, and interacts with personal,
family and societal transformations, in turn affect-
ing future opportunities and challenges.®

Migration debates spark deeper global divisions
than nearly any other modern issue. In recent
years, narratives about migration and migrants
have become clearly divided into the positive,
which are often ignored, and the negative, which
gain excessive attention. As a result, the picture of
this phenomenon is largely distorted, and the gap
between perception and reality has deepened.

Youth Study Serbia

Recent studies have shown that societies with
increasingly ageing populations have a need
for migrant labour to fill the labour market and
maintain productivity. There is an increased short-
age of labour force across sectors of the economy,
which will have an impact on the long-term sus-
tainability of the social protection system. But the
question remains: How many migrants are too
many? Answers to this can cause serious debate
when gathering with family or friends, can divide
a neighbourhood, decide an election, or shape bi-
lateral international relations (Albano, 2021).

Youth immigration

in Serbia - Between hope
for a better tomorrow
and a desire to leave

Serbia is a country of highly dynamic migration, in
which internal and external migration intertwine,
and emigration of the labour force — mainly to EU
member states — and immigration of the labour
force from other continents — predominantly Af-
rica and Asia — exist in parallel, as well as systems
of return and circular migration, and also transi-
tory and irregular migration phenomena. The
dominant forms of spatial mobility involve exter-
nal migration, with the primary reasons for leav-
ing Serbia being employment, education and/or
family reunification. Numerous studies have dealt
with different aspects of migration in Serbia in re-
cent years: the attitudes and intentions of resi-
dents of Serbia regarding migration have been
investigated (Santi¢ et al., 2019; Santi¢, 2020), stu-
dent migrations studied (RZS et al., 2019), the de-
velopment component of migration researched
(Rasevi¢, 2016), as well as external and internal
migration with a special focus on young people
(Bobic et al., 2016), the importance of return mi-
gration for countries of origin (Todorovi¢, 2018),
the emigration potential of young people in Ser-
bia (Langovic et al., 2021) and many other facets
of the phenomenon. Young people in Serbia and
their attitudes and intentions towards migration
have been indirectly or directly addressed in the
studies of FES, KOMS (Krovna organizacija mladih
Srbije — National Youth Council of Serbia), CESID
(Centar za slobodne izbore i demokratiju — Cen-
tre for Free Elections and Democracy), and others.

5. Employment and mobility



Fig. 8

Non-merit-based values -
Political party membership

Connections to
people in power

Merit-based values »

International experience

23

Expertise

The migration of young people in this study was
investigated through intention to move, which
acts as a proxy indicator of the extent to which
respondents will realize their attitudes related to
migration phenomena. Through an analysis, it is
possible to determine the intensity with which re-
location is considered, and allows an assessment
of the probability of realization of that decision.
Also, issues relating to push and pull factors as de-
terminants of migration processes, their ranking
in the hierarchy of factors in the domain of demo-
graphic, economic, social, political, psychological,
environmental and other quality of life condi-
tions can be outlined. Although the respondents
were from different regions of Serbia, each with
their own specific historical-geographical, demo-
graphic, economic and social characteristics, the
similarity in young people’s thoughts about the
phenomenon of migration supports the conclu-
sion that Serbia has become one large, homoge-
neous emigration zone.

Young people
leaving permanently?

The vast majority of young people have nev-
er stayed abroad for more than 6 months, i.e.
as much as 82.1% of them, with the majority of
such respondents being women. Out of the total
number of respondents, 148 reside or have resid-
ed abroad for the purpose of study or training, i.e.
one in five people.

Youth Study Serbia

As many as 39.6 % have never stayed abroad for
the purpose of education or acquisition of cer-
tain skills, but plan to do so in the future, while
approximately one in three respondents have no
intention of leaving the country for the afore-
mentioned reasons. Empirical studies across the
region demonstrate that participation in interna-
tional academic mobility programs (including EU
frameworks, ERASMUS+, CEEPUS) correlates with
high rates of return migration among students.
Getting to know new cultures and lifestyles in
other countries, gaining new experiences and
getting to know oneself through different situa-
tions outside the familiar environment represent
additional benefits of their departure (MladiiEU -
Stavovi, prednosti i moguénosti, 2021), which can
be realized in the form of social and human cap-
ital, i.e. transferral of knowledge, skills and expe-
riences that they have acquired abroad.

The migratory potential of young people is re-
flected in their intention to move away from their
place of permanent residence (Fig. 9). A strong
and very strong desire to leave was expressed by
23.8 % of respondents, or slightly under one in
four people within the sample. Males and females
and persons of all age groups are equally repre-
sented, although there is a significantly higher ex-
pression of this desire among persons with a high-
er level of education. It is worth highlighting that
one in three people also has a moderate desire to
leave the country, with this view having been cat-
egorized among those ‘Undecided’, with their fi-
nal decision largely being conditioned by the fu-
ture economic and political situation of the state.

(Non-)merit-based values in finding employment according to youth in Serbia (in %)
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Intention to emigrate among youth in Serbia
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Mean values on a scale from "1 —don't intend to migrate’ to ‘5 — very strong intention’
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The majority of respondents who declared that
they wanted to leave the country do not know
when they would move out (approximately one-
third of the sample), while an equal share would
leave either in the next five years (20.7 %), or in

the next ten years (20.5 %). Such long periods
of time are indicative of emigration still lying in

the domain of thinking and planning for many
young people, and that it is connected with plans
to complete the educational cycle in Serbia, and

then leave to look for work abroad. Such an-
swers indicate that by properly managing mi-
gration, through the creation of an effective mi-
gration policy, but also by improving the overall

conditions in the country, it may well be possible

to change even the minds of those young people

who are thinking about or have decided to leave.
Around 10 % of respondents aged 25-29 plans to

move out in the next six months, which means

that they have already started their migration cy-
cle by planning to leave and that there is a high

probability that they will achieve the next step in

this, i.e. emigration itself. The Gallup World Poll re-
search for the period 2013-2015 shows that such

intentions are not necessarily realized, however.
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This research found that of the total share of peo-
ple in the world who expressed their intention to
leave (22 %), only 3.2 % have actually taken con-
crete steps, with just 1.1% having already begun
preparations to leave. A comparison of Gallup
studies across different time periods indicates
that these values are relatively stable.®

If such plans are materialized, and young people
do go abroad, one in three respondents plans to
spend up to five years, of which 17.8 % plan to
go for less than one year and 16.2 % from one to
five years. The share of young people who do not
plan to return is 18 %. It is clear that the catego-
ry of young people is divided between those who
want to leave the country forever, because they
believe that there is no future in it, and those who
want to spend a certain amount of time abroad,
in order to secure certain financial resources and/
or acquire knowledge & skills, before returning.
The female population is most interested in per-
manent emigration, followed by the category of
young people aged 14-18, as well as one in four
respondents in the age group 24-29.
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A slightly higher percentage of women, one in
five respondents in the 19-24 age category and
persons who are qualified, have decided to relo-
cate to European countries for temporary/occa-
sional work and then return. The presented data
indicates an inclination toward increased circular
and return migrations, which is one of the strate-
gic development goals (specifically Goal 5) of the
Strategy on Economic Migration of the Republic
of Serbia for the period 2021-2027 (SI. glasnik RS,
no. 21 of 6 March 2020).

When planning to relocate abroad, nearly 20.0 %
of respondents first contacted relatives or friends
already living in their desired destination coun-
try. The male population was more in contact
with them, followed by every third person in the
25-29 age group and the persons with a lower
level of education. 13.9 % of respondents con-
tacted potential employers, with these being pri-
marily males, persons in the 25-29 age group,
and those with a lower level of educational at-
tainment. A small number of respondents (6.9 %)
had established contact with educational insti-
tutions, followed by embassies, and the small-
est number had secured scholarships; only 14 in
total. The study on student migration from 2019
showed that young people’s parents are support-
ive of their emigration (as much as 90 %) and that
they have someone abroad (70 %) with whom
they have already established contact and who
will help them realize their intention to emigrate.
Therefore, itis not surprising that as many as 50 %
of students declared that their move (with the
first choice of destination being Germany) would
be permanent (Migracije studenata, 2019).

Why are young people
leaving, and what would
keep them in Serbia?

The reasons for emigrating are diverse, and are
predominantly related to existential issues. The
most important reasons, as shown by numerous
other studies about young people in Serbia, lie in
the economic sphere. The largest number of re-
spondents would move from Serbia because of
higher salaries (29.6 %) and a better standard of
living (25.8 %) (Fig. 10).
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Higher salaries are slightly more important to
male respondents, and a better standard of liv-
ing to females. Furthermore, standard of living
is the most important to persons in the young-
est age group of 14-18 years, and higher salaries
to persons in the 25-29 age group and respond-
ents with a higher level of education. One in ten
respondents stated that they would emigrate
due to better employment conditions, while less
than 5% of respondents opted for each one of
the other reasons in the spheres of economy, pol-
itics, and relationships with family and friends. It
is important to mention that research among
students in 2019 showed that the main obstacles
to emigration were a lack of money for reloca-
tion (39.3 %), alongside a lack of knowledge of
the (destination country’s) language (13.8 %) and
complicated emigration/immigration procedures
(13.1%) (Migracije studenata, 2019).

It is clear that the main factors behind the em-
igration of young persons are economic in na-
ture, and relate to better standards of living, bet-
ter paid jobs, and ease of finding employment.
When making the decision to relocate, family and
friends play a significant role, meaning that emo-
tional factors sill retain a high level of importance
when making the decision on whether to leave or
stay. Major factors behind young people opting
not to relocate include attachment to family and
friends (32.0 %), issues relating to accommoda-
tion and housing (19.9 %) and an underlying feel-
ing of belonging to the social community (10.0 %).
The high ranking of psychological factors behind
decisions to remain indicates a valuing of relative-
ly stable and consistent emotional relationships
within the family above direct material gain. The
family is still an important pillar of society, and in
this respect it is very important to strengthen and
improve material and non-material assistance to
families and households (Santi¢ et al., 2019).

Improvements in the sphere of social develop-
ment can be seen as a factor of stabilization and
redirection of migration flows. Namely, progress
in certain segments of social life can influence re-
spondents’ decisions to stay in their current place
of residence.
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Fig. 10
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Main reasons for emigration among youth in Serbia (in %)

By age group
14-18 19-24 25-29

Being close to the people I care for 0.4 0.6 0.2

Experiencing a different culture 0.9 1.9 0.4

Greater cultural diversity 0.2 0.4 0.4

Better education 15 25 0.8

Social and political stability in the host country 0.8 1.1 0.9

Because of corruption and clientelism in my home country 1.9 1.3 1.1
Better opportunities for starting one's own business 0.6 1.7 1.1
Other 0.2 1.7 15

Escape from an unfavourable situation 2.1 1.7 15

Better employment opportunities 21 36 3.8

Improvement of standard of living 9.1 7.8 8.7
Higher salaries 6.3 123 1.2

Respondents in Serbia report progress in the
economic sphere, i.e. improved chances for em-
ployment and the possibility of professional ad-
vancement, which indicates that economic de-
terminants are the most important in the set of
factors influencing relocation. In third place is
the improvement in the field of social and health
care, while in an unexpectedly high fourth place
is the need for a cleaner environment. The pro-
tection and improvement of the environment is
perceived as a key priority of contemporary soci-
ety, which must be correlated with economic pol-
icy in order to achieve sustainable development
(Santi¢ et al., 2019).

Young people in Serbia single out air pollution
(32.2%), followed by river pollution (14.4 %), ne-
glect of infrastructure systems (12.2 %) and insuf-
ficient awareness of recycling (10.3 %) as the big-
gest problems related to the environment. An
insufficiently understood problem is that of drink-
ing water and waste management, especially in
certain units of local self-governments. The con-
struction of mini hydropower plants and the ex-
ploitation of resources are not the focus of the
young respondents in this study, although these
are topics that drive the public, activists, environ-
mental protection movements and other actors.
Young people agree that driving old cars should
be banned in order to protect the environment,
although one in three young people in this sur-
vey have no opinion on this.

5. Employment and mobility



In the introductory part of this section, it was al-
ready described how discourse around migration
can be both positive and negative. A positive nar-
rative about migration is related to framing the
phenomenon as an opportunity for development.
Debates on the development components of mi-
gration view migrants as, among other things, a
development resource for both the country of
destination and the country of origin, where mi-
grants, their families, and wider social communi-
ties can benefit (Langovi¢ & Santi¢, 2023). Given
the large Serbian diaspora — of which a significant
proportion is composed of young people — ma-
terial and social resources acquired abroad can
make an important contribution to the country’s
overall modernization process. Research on the
attitudes and intentions of the population on mi-
gration from 2019 indicated that two-thirds of re-
spondents perceive migration as a development
problem, which has a negative impact on general
social development, primarily in the spheres of de-
mography (loss of young population) and econo-
my (loss of labour). For this reason, it is necessary
to strengthen the awareness of migrants as effec-
tive development actors through investment in lo-
cal governments and the promotion of private en-
trepreneurship from the diaspora (transnational
entrepreneurship). Also, the knowledge, experi-
ence and skills acquired can make an important
contribution to the development of the country
of origin in the fields of science, education and
health (Santi¢ et al., 2019).
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Main takeaways

The vast majority of young people from
m this survey have never stayed abroad
for more than 6 months (as many as 82.1%),
although 39.6 % plan to do so in the future.

A strong or very strong desire to leave

m was expressed by 23.8 % of respondents,
or almost a quarter of persons in the sample,
while every third person has a moderate de-
sire to leave the country, with this view having
been categorized among the ‘Undecided’, with
their final decision largely being conditioned
by the future economic and political situation
of the state. The reasons for going abroad are
diverse, but are predominantly related to exis-
tential issues, primarily higher salaries (29.6 %)
and better living standards (25.8 %) abroad,
which is in line with the results of earlier re-
search conducted on this topic.

Young people are divided more-or-less

m equally between those who want to
leave the country forever (19 %) because they
believe there is no future in it, and those who
want to spend a certain period of time abroad
(less than a year = 17.8 %, and from one to
five years = 16.2 %), in order to gain material
resources, acquire knowledge and skills.

There is a clear mismatch between edu-

m cation specialization and the type of
work the respondents are engaged in, which
indicates the inadequacy of the education
system on the one hand, but also the high level
of adaptability of young people on the other.

About half of young people believe that

m hon-meritocratic values (‘connections’ or
membership of a political party) are important
when finding a job, while also believing that
experience from abroad is not particularly im-
portant in finding a job, while another half of
respondents assess expertise as largely or very
important.

5. Employment and mobility
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Family and plans

for the future

Housing
arrangements of
young people

Considering that a quarter of respondents in the
sample were minors (14-18 years old), while the
rest were almost evenly distributed between the
student population (19-24) and those aged 25—
29, this partly preconditioned the housing and
marriage arrangements of young people. Over-
all, a majority of young people are not married.
This is followed by those who are in a relation-
ship but do not live with their partner. Next are
those who are legally married, with the smallest
proportion living in unmarried unions. In order
to learn more about the familial and residential
relationships in which young people live, marital
and residential status were analysed according to
age (Fig. 11). The majority of young people (a little
over one-fifth of those surveyed: 21.7 %) live with
their mother, father and brother or sister, and of
these 14.7 % are not in a relationship, while 6 %
are in a relationship but do not live together with
their partner. The second most common type of
household in which young people live is with a
partner (13.7 %), where the share of cohabitations
stands out, accounting for 8 % of the total; more
than those who are married (at 5.5 %).

28

Across Serbia’s total population, one-fifth of all
those who live in a civil partnership are young
people aged 15-29 (RZS, 2022d). This is followed
by a larger share of respondents who live with
a partner and a child (8.8 %), although married
couples predominate amongst this subset (6.1%),
while 2.5% are in civil partnerships.

The data indicates that having a child can be a
factor in the legal formalization of a relationship,
given that a greater number of young people (es-
pecially aged 20-24) are cohabiting with a part-
ner, while those who have a child/children more
often tend to be married. The share of young
people who live with a partner and a child is sim-
ilar to that of those who live with parents. In the
latter case, the majority are unmarried, although
there are also young people over the age of 20
who have a relationship but do not yet live to-
gether with their partner. Among all young peo-
ple who live alone (7.9 %), this type of relation-
ship is also characteristic (1.9 % living in casual
relationship), although the largest proportion of
this cohort is unmarried (4.8 %). As expected, al-
most all young people who live alone belong to
cohorts aged 19 years or above. Among all oth-
er housing arrangements, the most common re-
lationship type is “Unmarried”, meaning that the
number of unmarried young people is highest
compared to other marital relationships among
those who live in multi-generational families,
only with the mother, in other forms of house-
hold, those who live with their mother and/or
sibling(s), friends or father.

The family — A safety
net for young people

The young people in Serbia who participated in
this research have a fairly good relationship with
their parents (Fig. 12), as the majority answered
that they get along very well with them (41 %),
with a further half reporting that they get along,
even though they sometimes have differences
of opinion. Only 3.6 % of young people general-
ly disagree with their parents (they often argue),
while 2.4 % have very conflictual/abusive rela-
tionships with their parents.

6. Family and plans for the future
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Fig. 11 Housing status and marital structure of youth in Serbia (in %)
By age
14-18 19-24 25-29
Single 6.0 5.1 36
Living with mother, .
father and brother/sister In a cohabitation 0.1 0.0 0.0
In a relationship, but not living together 2.0 33 0.7
Married 0.9 1.2 33
Living with a partner In a cohabitation 0.7 36 3.7
In a relationship, but not living together 0.0 03 0.0
Single 0.1 0.0 0.0
Living with a partner Married 0.8 1.7 3.6
and a child In a cohabitation 03 07 1.6
0.0 0.0 0.0
Single 33 15 0.9
Living with mother .

and father Married 03 0.0 0.0
In a relationship, but not living together 0.0 1.1 1.2
Single 0.1 2.7 2.0
Married 0.0 0.0 0.3

Living alone
In a cohabitation 0.1 0.3 0.0
In a relationship, but not living together 0.0 0.8 1.1
Single 13 15 05
Married 0.1 0.0 0.0

Multigenerational family
In a cohabitation 0.0 0.0 03
In a relationship, but not living together 0.0 0.9 1.1
Single 0.9 0.8 1.6
Living with mother In a cohabitation 0.0 0.1 0.0
In a relationship, but not living together 04 04 0.7
Single 0.7 13 0.3
Married 0.0 0.1 04

Other
In a cohabitation 0.0 0.1 04
In a relationship, but not living together 0.1 0.7 0.0
Single 08 04 0.9
Living with brother/sister Married 0.0 0.1 0.0
In a relationship, but not living together 0.0 1.1 03
Single 05 08 0.7
Living with mother In a cohabitation 0.1 0.0 0.0
In a relationship, but not living together 0.1 0.1 0.4
Single 0.1 05 04
Married 0.0 0.1 0.0

Living with a friend
In a cohabitation 0.1 0.0 0.1
In a relationship, but not living together 0.0 0.7 0.1
Single 0.3 0.4 0.1

Living with father
In a relationship, but not living together 0.1 0.0 0.1

29
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Youth in Serbia’s relationship with parents in rural settlements (in %)

By age and gender
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Youth in Serbia’s relationship with parents in urban settlements (in %)
By age and gender
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If we observe this relationship through the prism
of age, gender and place of residence, we draw
the conclusion that in rural settlements the most
favourable relationship is reported by males aged
25 to 29 years, with the smallest share report-
ing this opinion being found among the young-
est female cohort. Of all the young people sur-
veyed who live in rural settlements, those aged
19-24 generally have the best relationships with
their parents. When it comes to urban areas, the
proportion of females reporting a good relation-
ship with their parents is lowest among the 14-18
age group and highest among those aged 19-24
(Fig. 12 and 13). Unsatisfactory relationships with
parents are most often recorded in rural munici-
palities among young females over the age of 25.

Only those who live with their parents —i.e. 55%
of the total number of respondents — were asked
to determine what best describes their aspira-
tions for housing independence. Of that number,
almost half of young people (48.8 %) stated that
due to financial reasons they could not afford to
live alone, among whom every tenth respond-
ent was a teenager. Financial obstacles to inde-
pendent living were cited more by young people
aged 19-24 (17.3 %), and somewhat less by older
young people. A high proportion of young peo-
ple (40 %) who live with their parents have not
left their parents’ home because they believe that
it is the simplest and most comfortable solution,
with the youngest cohort accounting for the larg-
est proportion providing this response.

6. Family and plans for the future
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However, it should be emphasised that 8.3 % of
young people aged 25-29 who live with their par-
ents have no aspiration to change their housing
situation because it is the most comfortable solu-
tion for them. Only 4.5 % of young people want
to live alone contrary to their parents’ wishes.

The financial circumstances of households in
which respondents live differ significantly de-
pending on the place of residence, as well as age
and gender (Fig. 14). The largest share of young
people (36 %) reported that their household is
able to afford certain more expensive things, but
not items as expensive as a car or an apartment,
while one-fifth report that there is no problem
in meeting basic needs, but there are difficulties
when it comes to buying more expensive huse-
hold appliances, for instance. In 11 % of cases,
young people have a high standard of living, and
live in households that can afford everything they
need. An equal percentage of households, how-
ever, have enough financial resources to pay for
food and bills, but not enough for clothes and
shoes. 6 % of surveyed young people live in the
most unfavorable conditions, where households
have difficulty paying for bills and food. Survey
data indicates that the better the material sit-
uation in which young people live, the great-
er the chance that they live in an urban environ-
ment. Also, if we look at age, the households
in which it is (most) difficult to live are those in
which older cohorts of young people — 20-24,
and especially 25-29 - live. Difficulties in (finan-
cial) independence, especially for young people
in rural areas, have also been noted in Moldova
(Prohnitchi, 2022), while teenagers are ‘shielded’
by the care of their parents. In households that
have a decent-but-not-luxurious life, as well as in
the wealthiest ones, there are more young people
who belong to older cohorts, that is, those who
have managed to become financially independ-
ent. If we look at this in terms of gender, we con-
clude that the biggest differences are seen among
the wealthiest households, where especially male
respondents who live in urban areas rate the fi-
nancial status of their household better. It should
also be emphasised that, in comparison to males,
more female respondents living in urban areas, es-
pecially those over 20 years of age, while report-
ing that they had good financial conditions, were
not able to afford a car or an apartment.

Youth Study Serbia

On the other hand, female respondents living in
arural settlement more often reported that their
household had a problem making ends meet.

Young people as future
parents — Between hopes
and possibilities

Out of the total number of respondents, 62.6 %
answered the question of how many children
they plan or want to have. The aspirations of
young people in terms of the number of planned
or desired children amounted to an average of
2.4 children, which is significantly more than the
current birth rate, as the total natality rate in Ser-
bia in 2023 was 1.63 children per woman (RZS,
2023). On the other hand, it should be empha-
sised that just over 1in 8 young people do not
plan to have children (12.8 %), and that this share
increases with the age of the respondents, while
a quarter of young people have yet to form an
opinion on the issue. When asked how impor-
tant it is to have children, most respondents an-
swered that it is very or largely important, while
only 10.7% do not consider having children to
be important. In relation to respondents who in-
tend to have their own family, the frequency of
the number of desired or planned children ranges
broadly, from one child (11 %), to the modality of
two children (49 %), then three (31.7 %), and final-
ly four or five (8.3 %). By comparing with the cur-
rent fertility patterns in Serbia (Fig. 15), we clear-
ly conclude that the surveyed young people have
plans for higher birth rates, because in 2023, of
the total number of births, 46.3 % are first births,
34.3 are second births, and 13.8 % are third births
(RZS, 2023a). In the conditions of the low fertili-
ty climate evident in Serbia, it is encouraging that
young people have a favourable attitude regard-
ing the number of children they want in the fu-
ture. Young people are a heterogeneous group,
so they include teenagers for whom family plan-
ning is still far from the focus, as well as a portion
of the cohort considered to be in their optimal re-
productive period, i.e. the ages of 20 to 34. That
is why the number of desired children visibly fluc-
tuates between respondents’ age groups, so the
youngest express the lowest reproductive aspira-
tions compared to the oldest, regardless of the
number of desired children.

6. Family and plans for the future
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Financial situation in households of youth in Serbia (in %)

By age, gender and place of residence
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need for a good standard of living »

Urban
In between
Rural

We can afford to buy some more

expensive things, but not those like a car

or an apartment, for instance > Urban

In between
Rural

We have enough money to buy food, clothes

and shoes, but not enough money for more

expensive things (like a fridge, TV, etc.) > Urban

In between
Rural

We have enough money for the bills

and food, but not for clothes and shoes »

Urban
In between
Rural

We don't have enough money for the

bills (electricity, heating, etc.) and food »
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Urban
In between
Rural

Male

Of the total number of young people who an-
swered this question, as many as one-fifth are those
aged 25-29 who want two children, while 26 % of
those aged 20-29 want three children. In addition
to the number of children, the timing of having
them is also important in analyses of fertility. Just
over half of the total number of respondents an-
swered the question about the age at which they
had or planned to have their first child. When look-
ing at the age ranges, it is clear that young people
plan (or have realized) having children at the opti-
mally fertile age. Of the total number of responses,
almost half had or planned to have their first child
at the age of 25-29, almost a quarter at the age
of 20-24, while a fifth believed that the first child
should be had after 30 years of age. The most un-
usual finding is that as many as 7.6 % of those who
answered this question believe that the first child
should be born before the age of 20.

1418
19-24

25-29

Female

Whether young people are more traditional- or
modern-minded can be seen through answers
to the question of how important different char-
acteristics are when choosing a partner (Fig. 16).
Whether the partner had previous sexual expe-
rience is not at all important for 56 %, and it is
extremely important for only 8.3 %. On the oth-
er hand, when analysing the factors for choosing
a partner, a little less than half (46.5 %) of young
people believe that nationality is not important
at all, while for 10 % the issue of nationality is ex-
tremely important. Religious affiliation is not im-
portant in choosing a partner for 34.5 % of re-
spondents, while it is extremely important for
19.1%. For 31% of young people, parental approv-
alis not at all important for entering into a rela-
tionship, while 14.3 % believe it to be extremely
important.

6. Family and plans for the future
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Desired number of children and realized parity among young people in Serbia (in %)

By age group

The economic situation of the partner is not im-
portant at all for 27.4 % of young people, while
it is extremely important for 9.3% of respond-
ents. Finally, the level of education of the part-
ner is considered extremely important by a little
more than a fifth of those surveyed, while a fur-
ther 16.4 % consider it very important.

Among young people, there is a polarization be-
tween fairly liberal attitudes, such as a lower im-
portance of virginity when choosing a partner, on
the one hand, and considerably more conserva-
tive attitudes related to the importance of reli-
gion and nationality on the other. The attitudes of
young people to choosing a partner can be under-
stood more deeply through answers to the ques-
tion about the best method of family planning.

E -
0 1 2
® 1418 19-24 @ 25-29  — realized parity

4 5 Idon't
know

The largest percentage of surveyed young peo-
ple believe that the use of condoms is the best
way to achieve the desired number of offspring
(36 %), while only one single respondent believes
that abortion is a good method of family plan-
ning. A quarter of young people have no opin-
ion on the best way to plan a family, but, while it
would be expected that younger cohorts do not
have enough knowledge or information about
this important topic, the frequency of this answer
is more common among older than younger peo-
ple. A fairly large share of young people (26.4 %)
do not approve of any family planning method,
and when the importance of factors in choosing
a partner stated by respondents are considered,
slightly more pronounced attitudes than the av-
erage are evidenced in several domains.

6. Family and plans for the future
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Important factors when choosing a partner for youth in Serbia (in %)
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Of the total number of those who do not agree
that family planning methods should be used,
14.1% believe that virginity is very important when
choosing a partner (the average is 8.3%), 15.7 %
believe that the partner’s nationality is very im-
portant (the average across the sample is 10.4 %),
and 25.1% consider religious affiliation to be an
important factor in choosing a partner (compared
to the average of 19.1%).

How do young people
see their future and the
future of Serbia?

The young people surveyed have more optimism

in their assessment of their personal futures than

that of society in Serbia (Fig. 17). Of those who an-
swered this question, as many as 82 % expect that
they will be better off ten years from now than

they are today, while only 34.3% believe that so-
ciety in Serbia will be better in the future. The dif-
ferences are more extreme in terms of pessimism,
as only 6 % believe that they will be worse off in

a decade’s time, while 34 % think that the situ-
ation of Serbian society will be worse than it is

today. However, the greater young people rate

their current satisfaction, the more favourable

their assessment of their personal future, as well

as the future of society in Serbia. It should be em-
phasised that those respondents who were most
dissatisfied believed that their personal circum-
stances would be better in the future (4.7 %) but
that the future of Serbian society would be worse
(4.2 %), with these two proportions being com-
paratively similar. Half of the most satisfied re-
spondents have high hopes for their personal fu-
ture, while even among those who reported the
highest ratings of personal satisfaction, only 23 %
think that the future of Serbian society will be
better than it is at present.
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Main takeaways

Having a child can be viewed as one of
m the key reasons for young people getting
married, considering that a larger number of
young people without children are cohabit-
ing with a partner, while that of married peo-
ple who have a child/children is significantly
greater.

Young people rate their relationships
m with their parents as (very) good, and
those who live with their parents mostly do so
for financial or conformity reasons.

The most unfavourable socio-financial
m conditions were recorded in rural areas,
while the most favourable were in urban set-
tlements, with male respondents reporting
more favourable material conditions.

Young people express a desire for a larger

m number of children compared to the av-
erage number of children born per woman in
Serbia at present, with one in five wanting or
planning for three children (the share of third
births in Serbia currently stands at 13.8 %). One
in four don’t know if they will have children,
and 12.8 % do not want children at all. For the
quarter of respondents who do not approve
of using family planning methods, nationality,
religion and virginity are more important fea-
tures when choosing a partner compared to
the average.

The more satisfied the respondents are,
m the more favourably they rate their per-
sonal future, as well as the future of society in
Serbia.
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General values,

Trust in institutions:
Who do young people
(dis)trust?

People are not inherently trusting. Trust is always
developed through experiences and interactions
because it rests on the assumption of how others
‘should’ behave given certain moral standards. It
is based on devotion and faith much more than
on calculations. Trust in institutions is different
from interpersonal relationships, because insti-
tutions in themselves are impersonal (Besi¢, 2011).
For the functioning of democracy, or ‘social trust’,
trust in institutions is particularly important be-
cause it is the basis of the social system and the
functioning of the entire society. Institutions
should be the guarantor of the sense of securi-
ty of individuals from a values-based perspective
(Kramer, 1999), while their effectiveness is a pre-
requisite for strengthening solidarity within so-
ciety (Besi¢, 2011:121). Numerous authors have
pointed to a general decline in trust in institu-
tions the world over."
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m attitudes and perception

But what is the situation among young people in
Serbia? Respondents were asked about their lev-
el of trust in certain institutions. Here's what their
average ratings say, on a scale of 1 (no trust what-
soever) to 5 (complete trust). Young people have
the most trust in the church (3.3), the army (3.1)
and the police (2.6), and the least trust in NATO
(1.5), the media (1.7) and political parties (1.8). The
current trust in the Church corresponds to the
marked religiosity among people today, repre-
senting a stark departure from the widespread
secularization that prevailed around three dec-
ades ago (Moji¢, 2012). The findings are in line
with the results of numerous researches that have
shown that the institutions in which young peo-
ple have the most trust and the least distrust are
the church and the army (Tomanovi¢ & Stano-
jevi¢, 2015; Popadic et al., 2019; Slavujevi¢, 2010;
Stojanovic et al., 2023). Distrust in political parties,
NATO, the media, and political institutions was
likewise expressed in the aforementioned surveys.

The distrust of young people toward the media
also corresponds to international evaluations of
media freedom, according to which Serbia has re-
corded a decline since 2014. A report by Report-
ers Without Borders stated that Serbia fell from
64th place in 2008 to 93rd place in 2020." And
among citizens in general, not only young people,
there is a great distrust in the media (with only
20 % trusting the news) compared to the Euro-
pean average (39 %). The reasons for this can be
found, among other things, in the lack of full in-
dependence of public services, a continued lack
of media pluralism, and great pressure and influ-
ence on the media and journalists (Kleut, 2021).1

As for the influence of the socio-demographic
characteristics of the respondents on trust, it was
shown that females are significantly less trusting
of almost all institutions than males. Distrust in
the parliament, the government, political parties,
the courts and NATO grows with age. Young peo-
ple aged 14-18 have the most trust in the army
and the police, and the least in the media.
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Values and young people

Values represent relatively stable, general and hi-
erarchically organized characteristics of individu-
als and groups, and as such contribute to a com-
prehensive understanding of complex social and
societal changes. They are formed by, but also
change over time due to, the influence of various
socio-historical and individual factors, as well as
in the face of current affairs (Panti¢, 1977). The val-
ue orientations of young people are largely deter-
mined by the broader social context. One of the
greatest dangers for young people is entering a
state of 'valuelessness’, without clear goals, a state
of anomie and apathy (Moji¢, 2012; Panti¢, 1990).
In Serbia, the period spanning from late socialism
until today has been marked by a serious confu-
sion of values. Although the younger generations
were assumed to be inclined to accept Western
culture and modern values, it turned out that an
extended period of international isolation and
exposure to nationalist ideology influenced the
youth to turn toward traditional collectivism in-
stead of their own personal achievements. There-
fore, despite the penetration of modernity, the
majority of the population have remained tradi-
tionally oriented, with sustained values — in addi-
tion to the aforementioned collectivism — being
those of nationalism, egalitarianism, patriarchy
and authoritarianism (Lazi¢ & Cveji¢ 2008; Pesi¢,
2006; Moji¢, 2012).

What values are
important to young
people today?

Respondents were asked to indicate which out
of a range of values were the most important to
them. They could choose three values and rank
them in order of importance (first, second and
third place). If we look at all the values that young
people ranked, the following stood out as the
most important: security (56.2 %), human rights
(55.8 %) and employment (41.4 %). If we look at
the values that are a priority for young people,
that is, which they put first, security (25.5 %) and
human rights (23.7 %) stood out as the most im-
portant values, while the third place is essentially
‘shared’ by three values with similar percentages:
employment (11.1 %), well-being (11 %) and indi-
vidual freedoms (10.1%).

Youth Study Serbia

Employment and human rights were also the val-
ues that were most important to young people
in the Young People in Serbia 2018-2019 survey,
albeit with human rights having a lesser percent-
age (41 %), and employment significantly high-
er one (61%). However, security was not select-
ed as being among the most important values
at that time. In fact, just 6 % of respondents cit-
ed security as the most important value (Popadic
et al.,, 2019). This data is suggestive of a possible
increased awareness of young people about the
importance of human rights, a somewhat more
favourable situation in terms of employment, but
a significantly less favourable situation when in-
terpreted in terms of exposure to risk.

We can interpret the results in several ways, keep-
ing in mind the breadth of the concept of peo-
ple’s security. The term is traditionally associated
with states, and relates to the state’s defence (po-
lice and army) against external threats. However,
certain events in the modern world (violent con-
flicts, social exclusion, exposure to violence, hu-
man trafficking, forced migration) have led to the
focus being shifted to the individual, i.e. to dan-
gers resulting from direct violence that threat-
en the individual (Liotta & Owen, 2006; SECONS,
2022)."® Regardless of whether respondents had
security of the state or personal security in mind,
the data is not surprising given the widespread vi-
olence and security risks faced by society at pres-
ent. A higher percentage of females refer to secu-
rity than males, which indicates their vulnerable
position in society, especially if we take into ac-
count the increase in violence against women.
However, the fact that one in five males places
security as the most important value shows that
security stands out as a key value for both sexes.

It is encouraging to see that more than half of
young people singled out human rights as being
one of the three highest-ranked values, bearing
in mind that young people are representatives
of a desirable future and bearers of social values
and innovations (IliSin, 2005; Moji¢, 2012). Respect
for human rights and freedoms is directly related
to the basic principles and postulates of a demo-
cratic society, and in this context we can positive-
ly evaluate the potential contribution of young
people in that domain in the future.
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This information is consistent with the researchers’
assessment that, regardless of the fact that politi-
cal and social reforms in former socialist countries
took place at different paces and in different di-
rections, there was an overarching increase in re-
spect for human rights (Kovacheva, 2001; Moji¢,
2012). However, the fact that only 3.6 % of young
people listed democracy in first place, and just
13.2% of young people listed democracy in one of
the three places overall, is discouraging. This data
confirms that, while young people from post-so-
cialist countries are interested in social and polit-
ical life in their country, they remain sceptical of
the democratic system and the functioning of in-
stitutions (Fajth, 2000). This was also confirmed
in our research: young people do not trust insti-
tutions. The fact that individual freedoms were
also singled out among the more important val-
ues (10 % listed them as their first choice, and
26.8 % among the top three) shows that individ-
ualization is evident among young people, de-
spite the sustained survival of the values of col-
lectivism, even after the political changes in 2000.
The trend of valuing individualism was also recog-
nized in Alternativnom izvestaju o poloZaju i po-
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The upholding of the majority of the listed val-
ues (Fig. 18), which represent the basic values of
European society and democratic order, is rated
poorly by respondents in Serbia, especially in re-
lation to how they are correspondingly rated by
respondents in EU member states. Over half of
the respondents rated the situation regarding al-
most all values as bad or very bad, with the ex-
ception of individual freedoms and security, al-
though these were also rated as bad and very bad
by a significant percentage. The best — or rath-
er least bad - rating in relation to other values
was that of security; this can be explained by the
greater trust that respondents have in the army,
and to some extent in the police, compared to
other institutions. Of all the values, the econom-
ic well-being of citizens was rated the worst, fol-
lowed by rule of law and democracy. Despite the
expressed Euroscepticism, young people rate all
the mentioned values as being significantly better
in Europe than in Serbia, and among the best rat-
ed are employment, economic well-being of citi-
zens and democracy.

trebama mladih u Republici Srbiji (Alternative re- Young peop|e

port on the situation and needs of young people
in the Republic of Serbia) (2023), in which person-
al freedoms were shown to be the most impor-
tant value to young people.

Security and human rights were more commonly
selected in the first place by young people aged
19-24, while employment was more commonly
chosen as the most important value by a larger
percentage of young people aged 25-29. This last
piece of information speaks in support of the the-
sis about the prolonged and fragmented transi-
tion of young people from education to the la-
bour market, insufficient integration of young
people into the economic system, ‘precarious’ em-
ployment of young people (casual and temporary
jobs, performing multiple jobs, etc.) (Tomanovi¢,
2012; Tomanovi¢ & Stanojevi¢, 2015; Moji¢, 2012).

and democracy

The analysis so far has shown that young people
barely recognize democracy as an important val-
ue, but when young people are asked direct ques-
tions about democracy, 40.3 % of them mostly or
completely agree that democracy is a good form
of government, while 37.5% of them believe de-
mocracy to be the preferable form of government
always and under all circumstances. As a caveat,
it must be noted that almost the same percent-
age (37.3%) of young people state that democra-
cy is the best possible system of government only
when it can provide economic security for peo-
ple." Although the majority does not agree —and
generally disagrees — with the position that they
should have a strong leader who does not have to
bother with the assembly or elections (38.9 %), the
34.5% who agree and 26.6 % who are undecided
confirm the thesis that authoritarianism as a value
in our society has remained despite the moderni-
zation processes, and that our young people have
adopted (or at the very least acquiesced to) it.
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Fig. 18
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The largest number of young people ideologically
position themselves in the political centre (70.7 %),
12.1% to the left, and 16.9 % to the right. It is en-
couraging that young people want their voice to
be heard; as many as 62 % largely or completely
agree that young people should have more op-
portunities to express themselves in politics. How-
ever, young people exhibit worryingly low levels
of participation and activism; large proportions of
young people are of the opinion that it is largely
not or not at all important for them to participate
in civic actions (43.3 %), or to participate in poli-
tics (66.4 %). One of the biggest challenges facing
future research will be to precisely determine the
obstacles to channelling young people’s more-
than-clear desire to express themselves in the po-
litical sphere on the one hand, and the impossi-
bility of channelling that desire either through
practical means or through their own identity on
the other. Young people do not view themselves
as homo politicus. But how do they see them-
selves, and what is important to them?

For young people, it is generally important (both
‘important’ and 'very important’) to be independ-
ent (78.7 %) (Fig. 19), which marks a certain shift
in relation to the final decade of the 20th centu-
ry, when young people were characterized by a
situation of dependence, and a reliance on both
adults in theirimmediate social environment and
the overarching social order (Moji¢, 2012). Some-
what paradoxical in relation to the views on ac-
tivism above, 74.5 % believe that taking respon-
sibility is either important or very important. In
terms of expectations, young people show an ori-
entation toward the market, with majorities find-
ing completing university (52.3 %) and having a
successful career (70.2 %) to be important. Finan-
cial wealth is less important to them compared
to other values (41.7 %). Career preferences tend
to outweigh family preferences, although the lat-
ter remain highly significant. Also somewhat par-
adoxically, given that they live in a consumer so-
ciety, or even better, a hyperconsumer society, it
is of lowest importance for them to wear brand-
ed clothes (13.3 %).
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In spite of this, the influence of the consumer so-
ciety is reflected precisely in the medicalization
of society (Lipovecki, 2008), where it is shown
that young people consider it important or very
important to eat healthily (68.3%) and to play
sports (66.3%). The influence of the consumer so-
ciety is also reflected in the narcissistic culture of
young people (Lasch, 1986), because it is very im-
portant for over half (56 %) to look good.

Attitudes of young peo-
ple toward the LGBT pop-
ulation and minorities

In the introduction, we emphasised that the
youngest respondents to our survey were born
in 2010, the year when the first Pride Parade was
‘successfully’ held.

The parade ended with a large number of injured
and detained, and immense material damage
was caused. Those who were born then are now
14 years old. Has anything changed in terms of at-
titudes towards the LGBT population during that
time?

Although the majority of young people do not
see homosexuality as a disease, i.e. they do not
think that members of the LGBT population need
some form of treatment (82.4 %), there is still a
significant percentage of young people (17.6 %)
who responded that they do have such an atti-
tude. Young people who believe that members of
the LGBT community require some form of treat-
ment are mostly male, aged 19-24, and place
themselves ideologically closest to the centre and
the right, although closer to the centre than to
the extreme right.
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Only 15.9 % of young people believe that they ful-
ly understand and support LGBT people. There
are significantly more women among this cohort,
as has also been shown in previous research (Ra-
doman, 2011; Tomanovi¢ & Stanojevi¢, 2015;Sto-
janovi¢ et al., 2023). This can be interpreted from
the angle that women are more sensitive to dis-
crimination against certain marginalized groups
due to their own marginalized position. Anoth-
er possible interpretation is that members of the
male gender feel that their identity is threatened
when they are associated in any way with the
stereotypical characteristics of homosexual men
(weak, feminized, unmasculine) (Radoman, 2011).
An interesting fact is that there are no great re-
gional variations in these results. As expected,
there is a slightly higher percentage declaring
their support and understanding in the Belgrade
region, and the smallest in the region of Southern
and Eastern Serbia. However, overall, young peo-
ple who support the LGBT population are almost
evenly distributed across all regions. Ideological-
ly speaking, these respondents mostly occupy the
position of the centre and the left, although it is
interesting to note that those closer to the cen-
tre show a more tolerant attitude compared to
those on the far left.

The majority of young people do not think that
LGBT people should be expelled from the work-
place/school (95.6 %), nor are they offended by
their ideology (70.5 %). The majority also do not
think that they deserve to be exposed to violence
(88.7 %), but, again, we cannot help but be wor-
ried by the fact that 11.1 % of young people an-
swered that they think that violence toward this
group is acceptable. Such young people are pre-
dominantly male, ideologically belonging to the
centre and right, and aged 19-24. The distance
that we stand at present from talking about the
liberalization of young people’s attitudes about
LGBT people is also shown by the data that 91.9%
of respondents are opposed to their right to mar-
ry, while 93 % of young people are against them
being able to adopt children.

Youth Study Serbia

If we add to this the fact that young people per-
ceive members of the LGBT population to be the

only group that has too many rights (44.9 %)

and that the majority would feel very bad or
bad (45.1%) if a member of the LGBT population

moved to their neighbourhood (with only drug

addicts — at 80.3% — evoking a more negative re-
sponse in this respect), we can conclude that hom-
ophobia is still present among young people. This

social distancing from members of the LGBT pop-
ulation is an increase on the previous result from

the 2015 Young People in Serbia survey, in which

39.9% of young people said that they would feel

bad or very bad if a member of the LGBT popula-
tion moved to their neighbourhood (Tomanovi¢ &
Stanojevi¢, 2015). Young people feel less social dis-
tance towards other groups (Roma, Muslims, Jews)
for which a higher percentage answered that they
would view a member of these minorities moving

into their neighbourhood positively or very pos-
itively than those who would view it negatively
or very negatively (Fig. 20). This confirms the the-
sis that attitudes towards homosexuality are of-
ten at odds with indicators of attitudes towards
other minority groups, whereby homophobes can

show tolerance towards other minorities (Rado-
man, 2011).

However, as one major characteristic of values is
that they are slow to change (Pesi¢, 2006), bear-
ing in mind the findings of a number of earlier
studies, we come to the conclusion that, when
looked at over an extended period of time, there
has been a liberalization of attitudes about
illnesses of and violence towards groups, al-
though intolerance still exists in terms of basic
rights and social acceptance.

Young People
and Violence

Just a year before writing this study, Serbia was
shaken by two events in Belgrade and in a series
of villages near Smederevo and Mladenovac. On 3
May 2023, in Vladislav Ribnikar elementary school,
Belgrade, a 13-year-old boy committed the mur-
der of eight female students, one male student
and a school caretaker. Just a day later, on 4 May,
a 21-year-old young man killed 9 people (aged
between 15 and 26) and injured several others.
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Fig. 20
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The topic of violence among young people has
returned to the focus of numerous public de-
bates and scientific meetings for the worst possi-
ble reasons; unfortunately, the topic is also often
misused for political and sensationalistic purpos-
es. This series of tragic events raised the question
of responsibility for the increase of violence with-
in society. However, public debates in the media
provided little space for the voices of young peo-
ple. These events undoubtedly influenced our in-
terlocutors, and we thought it necessary to inves-
tigate their attitude towards this phenomenon.
As this is a comprehensive study of issues affect-
ing young people, and not a study devoted ex-
clusively to violence, the limited number of ques-
tions allows us to only scratch the surface of this
complex social phenomenon, in order to provide,
we hope, a grounding for further studious re-
search and analysis.

What is violence?

The World Health Organization defines violence
as “the intentional use of physical force or pow-
er, threatened or actual, against oneself, another
person, or against a group or community, that ei-
ther results in or has a high likelihood of resulting
in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelop-
ment or deprivation” (WHQO, 2002). This definition
is relevant to our analysis, because violence is not
limited exclusively to physical harm. A classifica-
tion of several types of violence exists, based on
the way in which violence is manifested.
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Here we distinguish between: physical violence
(bodily harm); emotional/psychological violence
(threatening the mental and emotional health
and dignity); sexual violence (unwanted ver-
bal, non-verbal or physical behaviour related to
sexual activity); and electronic violence (sending
and publishing offensive and hurtful content via
the internet and other digital means) (Popadi¢,
2009:43; Kalezi¢ Vignjevi¢ et al., 2009; Terek, 2017).
Itis also important to emphasise that violence is
interpreted differently depending on the cultur-
al context, that is, according to the value system
that a certain culture manifests and advocates
(Vuksanovi¢, 2018:1824).

Are young people
afraid of violence?

What are their fears?

The results of the Young People in Serbia 2018-
2019 study show that, from a list of several items,®
young people stated that they are the least afraid
of becoming victims of physical violence. Their
biggest fears were that they would get a seri-
ous illness, that they would lose their jobs, and
an overarching fear of corruption and social in-
justice (Popadi¢ et al., 2019:23). The findings are
somewhat different this year. Regarding the fear
of becoming victims of physical violence, 37.2%
are very afraid, 30.9 % somewhat, while 31.9 %
are not at all afraid.
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Similar percentages are reported when it comes
to the fear of being victims of sexual violence (in-
cluding rape): 42.8 % are very afraid, 20.4 % some-
what, while 36.9 % are not at all afraid. Young
people are least afraid of becoming victims of
domestic violence. While there is therefore a no-
ticeable increase in fear of physical violence com-
pared to 2018, considering the circumstances of
the last few years, especially the tragic events of
May 2023, this increase in fear is to be expected.
However, a fear of violence is still a relatively mi-
nor fear among young people compared to the
other listed items," as if violence is still seen as
something that can happen to someone else, but
not to oneself. The fear of physical and sexual vi-
olence is more prevalent among girls, and is more
present in the 19-24 age group.

This survey showed that among the main biggest
fears of young people are a bad health system
(59.1%), that they will become seriously ill (55.6 %),
followed by war (54.2 %), and pollution and cli-
mate change (52.6 %). This data can be interpret-
ed in the wake of firsthand experience of the
COVID-19 pandemic, which young people were ex-
posed to for a comparatively long period of their
lives. The fear of illness is a universal fear among
people, regardless of the context of the pandem-
ic, and this type of fear was also present among
young people in the 2018/2019 survey. As stated
in the introduction, the oldest respondents were
born in 1995. Considering the proximity of a con-
text of war during early childhood, as well as the
current global and regional situation, it is not sur-
prising that a fear of such conflicts is among the
list of the top three fears among young people.

Have young people
experienced violence?

In this part of the research, we wanted to hear
the perspective of young people on the follow-
ing topics: Have they experienced certain forms of
abuse, what in their opinion are factors that con-
tribute to the increase in violence among young
people, and who would they turn to for help if
they were victims of violence?

Youth Study Serbia

The highest percentage of young people report-
ed being exposed to emotional/psychological vi-
olence. As many as 47.7 % of young people had
experienced being called derogatory names,
around one-third (34.3 %) stated that peers had
spoken badly about their families, 28.4 % expe-
rienced threats from peers,'® while 21.5 % experi-
enced being socially ostracized. While emotional/
psychological violence dominates the responses,
physical, sexual and online violence are less prev-
alent. Compared to male respondents, females
are more exposed to each of the mentioned types
of violence; however, a statistically significant re-
lationship between female gender and exposure
to violence was observed only in the case of sexu-
al violence and emotional/psychological violence
in the segment of social exclusion (“Someone
forced others in the class /group not to social-
ize with me”). There are no statistically signifi-
cant differences regarding different age groups
among young people and exposure to violence.
This research has confirmed the findings of nu-
merous studies that examined different types of
violence among young people about psychologi-
cal violence being the dominant form of violence,
and electronic violence being least reported.™

Young people have an almost equal presence in
the virtual space as in the real space, so the low-
est percentage reporting experience of electron-
ic violence may well be explained by an increased
application of cautiousness in regard to the on-
line sphere. According to data from the Statisti-
cal Office of the Republic of Serbia (2021), when
it comes to the use of the internet and person-
al data, slightly more than half of young people
aged 16-24% care about security: 53.9 % of them
restricted or denied access to their geographic
location, 54.4 % restricted access to their profile
or content on social networking sites or online
content they published. In the study Bezbednos-
ti mladih: smanjenje rizika kroz podizanje svesti
- nalazi iz istraZivanja i preporuke (The Security
of Young People: risk reduction through aware-
ness-raising — research findings and recommen-
dations) (2023), as many as 80 % of respondents
stated that they avoided internet content that in-
cludes hate speech.
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And the study KoriS¢enje interneta i digitalne
tehnologije kod dece i mladih u Srbiji (Use of
the Internet and digital technology by children
and young people in Serbia) (Kuzmanovic et al.,
2019:25) showed that children and young people
aged 11-17 apply caution about whom they will
come into contact on social networks: 32 % will
only accept requests if the have mutual friends,
59 % accept only if they know them directly, and
13% only accept if they know them very well (Kuz-
manovic et al., 2019).

Causes of increased
violence in society

We further asked young people what, in their
opinion, are the main causes of violence in socie-
ty (Fig. 21). More than 56.8 % of young people be-
lieve that social networks are the main cause, fol-
lowed by watching reality shows (28.6 %) and the
easy availability of alcohol and psychoactive sub-
stances (27.5 %). The lowest impact, in their opin-
ion, stems from watching violent films (9.5 %).
The influence of the familial environment is only
in seventh place in terms of importance (19.6 %).

The young people in our research — as we stat-
ed in the introduction — belong to Generation
Z, a digitally literate generation for whom digi-
tal communication is, so to speak, their mother
tongue (Popadi¢, 2009). According to the data
of the study Nasilni ekstremizam i mladi: od dez-
informacije do radikalizacije (Violent Extremism
and Youth: from disinformation to radicalization)
(2023), young people use Instagram the most
(84 %), followed by YouTube (71 %), Facebook
(53 %) and finally TikTok (50 %). This data tells us
that young people have a strong presence in both
the real and digital environments, so it comes as
little surprise that young people perceive the dig-
ital space, specifically social networks, as one of
the potential causes of an increase in violence.
This should be seen as a red light about the ne-
cessity of studying social networks as a potential
space of violence, especially considering the con-
sequences that violence across social networks
has on the self-confidence and self-esteem of
young people. Violence on social networks has
been found to affect children and young people
in the following ways:
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93 % of children feel sadness and depression, anx-
iety, 31 % feel discomfort, 19 % are hurt, 18 % are
ashamed, 39 % have poor performance in school,
27 % exhibit delinquent behaviour (Veljkovi¢ et al.,
2022:90).

It is not surprising that young people place the
watching of reality shows in second place as a
cause of increased violence, bearing in mind how
much has been said about its harmfulness in the
public space, especially after the tragic events in
May, following which numerous petitions were
launched by both political actors and non-gov-
ernmental organizations to request the cancel-
lation of broadcasts of this format. The results
of the Nasilni ekstremizam i mladi: od dezinfor-
macije do radikalizacije study (2023) also showed
that young people associate watching reali-
ty TV with violence in the real world. In that sur-
vey, 14 % of young people stated that media that
promoted violence bore primary responsibili-
ty for the events in Vladislav Ribnikar elementa-
ry school and Mladenovac. A large percentage of
young people (68 % in total) fully agree that the
state should ban reality shows, while over half
of young people (54 %) stated that they are ei-
ther regularly or occasionally exposed to violence
through the media.

Experts warned long before these unfortunate
events that reality shows are sensationalistic,
and that violence, hate speech, stereotypes, ag-
gressiveness and vulgarity are commonly depict-
ed in them (Terek, 2021: 38). As they state, itis a
format that, due to its poor scripting and com-
petitive nature, has a strong potential for conflict
that favours violence, which is additionally en-
couraged by the production (Terek, 2021). Media
theorists have also warned of the dangerous link
between violence and the entertainment indus-
try. Violence, together with sexuality, has become
one of the most profitable assets of the modern
media industry. The moment the entertainment
industry begins to include violence in its com-
mercial projects, the question arises: “Does me-
dia violence hurt and cause harm, or is it just ‘fun’
like any other entertainment content?” (Vuksano-
vi¢, 2018:1823, 1830)
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Fig.21 Causes of increased violence in society according to youth in Serbia (in %)
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The results of numerous studies have shown a di-
rect correlation between watching violence in the
media and aggressive behaviour of viewers: in-
crease in inclinations to aggression, physiologi-
cal excitement and imitation, as well as desensi-
tization to violence. Certain studies have shown
the existence of a connection between regular
viewing of reality programs in which social ag-
gression is present and a high level of social ag-
gression among viewers, especially among ado-
lescents who perceive the content as realistic. The
connection between the amount of violent me-
dia content in early childhood and aggressive be-
havior in adulthood has also been established
(Terek, 2021: 39).

However, other authors have refuted the connec-
tion between violence in the media and the be-
haviour of viewers, arguing that violent content
in the media was preceded by real violence, and
therefore media productions only reflect violence
that already exists in society. There are also some
authors who opine that violence in the media can
sometimes play an aestheticist role, critiquing so-
cial relationships, and, paradoxically, violent cul-
ture itself (Vuksanovi¢, 2018: 1824, 1831).
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Fig.22 Who young people in Serbia would turn to in case of violence (in %)

Number Share (%)

next of kin 365 487
the police 108 14.4

a friend 83 114

no one 58 7.7

I don’t know 57 7.6

a professional (pedagogist, psychologist, psychiatrist) 28 37
a judicial institution 14 1.9

other 12 1.6

a member of extended family 9 1.2

a social worker 7 0.9

a teacher 5 0.7

a medical institution 2 03

a non-governmental organisation 2 03

The reason for young people’s perception of the
watching of reality shows as a cause of violence
in much higher percentages than watching vio-
lent films can be explained by research that says
that it is more likely that viewers will adopt behav-
iours from media content if they believe that the
events are real, meaning that the effect of violence
from reality shows on viewers is therefore greater
(Terek, 2021).

In third place, young people identify the easy
availability of psychoactive substances and alco-
hol as causes for the increase in violence in socie-
ty. This relationship was empirically confirmed in
the same research, Young People in Serbia 2015,
which showed that violence correlates with cer-
tain habits such as the consumption of tobac-
co products, alcohol and marijuana (Tomanovi¢
& Stanojevi¢, 2015: 66, 67). Numerous empirical
studies likewise support this thesis.?!

7. General values, attitudes and perception



Who should young
people turn to in
a situation of violence?

In a situation of violence, almost half of young
people (49.5 %) would first turn to a close fam-
ily member, then the police (14 %), followed by
a friend (10.8 %). The percentage of those who
would not turn to anyone (7.8 %) or those who
would not know what to do (7.7 %) is not negli-
gible (Fig. 22).

Itis important to note that a significant percent-
age of young people declared that they get along
very well with their family (41.2%), or that they
getalong in general, even if they sometimes have
differences of opinion (51.2 %), so it is not surpris-
ing that the data supports the idea that, in the
event of violence, they would first turn to a fam-
ily member. We can likewise interpret this from
the key findings of the Young People in Serbia
2018-2019 study, in which it was shown that the
family is the main source of financial, emotion-
al and social support for young people in gener-
al. However, the authors of the study five years
ago warned that excessive reliance on the fami-
ly results in a neglect of roles by societal institu-
tions, and even one’s own responsibility (Popadi¢
et al., 2019). The results of the Young People in
Serbia 2015 study likewise showed that young
people have the most trust in their family mem-
bers (Tomanovic¢ & Stanojevi¢, 2015). The findings
are consistent with the research in Nasilni eksp-
tremizam i mladi (Violent Extremism and Youth)
in which, when asked “Who do you trust most to
guard the security of your family and yourself?”,
young people first named themselves and their
family (48 %), then the police (21 %), followed
by close friends (7 %). The fact that only 3.6 % of
young people would turn to a professional (psy-
chologist, pedagogue, psychiatrist), 1.8 % to a ju-
dicial institution, and just 0.7 % to a professor or
teacher is discouraging. These attitudes, in turn,
correspond to the data from this study, evidenc-
ing an insufficient trust of young people in edu-
cational institutions and the judiciary.

Youth Study Serbia

Main takeaways

Young people’s lack of trust in institutions
m is one of the main obstacles to the devel-
opment of a democratic society. Young people
have the most trust in the church, the army and
the police, and the least trust in NATO, political
parties and the media.

The general attitude of young people
m towards democracy is one of ambiva-
lence. The majority of young people evaluate
democracy as a good form of government,
and positively evaluate democratic values, but
they are sceptical about the democratic system
and the functioning of institutions.

The three most important values that
m young people state are security, human
rights and employment.

The fear of physical violence is not con-

m sidered one of the biggest fears among
our respondents, although it has increased
compared to the same survey conducted in
2018/2019. Young people express their great-
est fears as being a poor health system, serious
iliness, war, pollution and climate change.

Mental abuse is the most common form
m of violence among young people, while
electronic violence is the least common.

Females experienced sexual violence and
m psychological violence (social exclusion)
to a greater extent than males.

Young people see the biggest causes of
m violence as being social networks, watch-
ing reality shows and the easy availability of
alcohol and psychoactive substances.

If they were exposed to violence, young

8 m people would first turn to their family,
then to the police, followed by a friend.

7. General values, attitudes and perception
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Political attitudes
and participation

The attitude of young people towards politics is
complex and often problematic. They see them-
selves as a group that is not politically engaged,
and historically their feeling can be collective-
ly described as one of being excluded from po-
litical life. Interpreting the low levels of engage-
ment of young people in political life as evidence
of apathy ignores the structural and organiza-
tional obstacles that many of them are faced with.
It also overlooks the mistrust they feel towards
the traditional institutions that govern the state.
The qualification that young people are political-
ly disinterested has been refuted by recent stud-
ies, which say that their political engagement is
more oriented toward political organizing, social
movements, protests and boycotts. Young voters
care about the same issues as everyone else who
goes to the polls. The difference is that young vot-
ers are not prioritized within traditional political
strategies, and their role in society is often char-
acterized as ineffective and apathetic.

Young people in

political life -
Spectators or actors? 2

Despite the generally accepted image of young

people as abstainers from elections and political

life, many are involved in political events. Politi-
cally engaged young people from a variety of po-
litical and civil spheres use social networks every
day for information exchange, mobilization and

engagement in the political space. Since 2015,
they have been on the front lines of the struggle

for human rights and environmental protection,
the fight against climate change, etc. They are the

leaders of movements such as Black Lives Matter,
the Climate Justice Movement or the March for
Our Lives. Engaging young people in civic partici-
pation is only possible with new approaches and

relevant methods. But even then, the question re-
mains: Why aren’t young people becoming more

involved in politics? The fact that their needs are

not met leads to a feeling of disinterest in the so-
ciety in which they live. One of the factors of sus-
picion towards politics is the lack of influence of
young people on political decision-making, while
the vast majority believe that the political system

in Serbia does not provide young people with the
space to make decisions regarding the political

and social agenda (Stojanovic et al., 2023).

In Serbia, there is a widespread opinion that
young people are not interested in participat-
ing in politics and that they are not interested in
voting, while young people’s own perception is
that there is no place for them in politics. Accord-
ing to the 2022 population census, young peo-
ple account for 15 % of the voting-age population.
Questions frequently asked include: How interest-
ed are they in participating in the electoral pro-
cess? Why is there a narrative about them having
apolitical attitudes and a general inertness? Why
don't they fight for better living conditions and a
more orderly and just society?

8. Political attitudes and participation
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There is currently no young (defined as 19-29
years of age) minister in the Government of the
Republic of Serbia, and there have only been
two since 2001. In the most recent convocation
of the National Assembly of the Republic of Ser-
bia, there were a total of 28 deputies under the
age of 30, and young people composed 11.2 % of
the total number of representatives (8.8 % by the
end of the Assembly’s mandate). When it comes
to comprehensive engagement in public and po-
litical life, only 3% of young people are engaged,
mostly in local self-government units. Is this the
result of the legal framework, which inhibits
young people from actively participating in deci-
sion-making, or are young persons insufficiently
capable of making important decisions? (Indeks
participacije mladih, 2018).

Youth policy should be more stimulating for
young people, recognizing their values and giv-
ing them the opportunity to participate in deci-
sion-making in those spheres that directly relate
to their lives. KOMS's proposal to establish both a
formal Youth Committee in the National Assem-
bly (to review youth-related legislation and con-
sult with Serbia’s National Youth Council) and an
informal Youth Caucus (bringing together young
MPs, youth-focused legislators, and civil society
representatives) remains unfulfilled. Likewise, no
Youth Council has been established in the ma-
jority of local self-governments in Serbia, and
some of them didin’t establish youth clubs or im-
plemented Local Action Plans for young people.
Young people are not involved in decision-mak-
ing processes, they feel excluded, and, as a result,
first the intention to emigrate, and then the act
of permanently leaving their place of residence,
manifests (Lokalna omladinska politika u Repub-
lici Srbiji, 2021).

Recent examples of research focusing on young
people, their rights, and their political participa-
tion have been conducted by the Belgrade Center
for Human Rights in 2021, NAPOR in 2022, KOMS
in 2023, etc.?3.

Youth Study Serbia

They have dealt with topics related to the posi-
tion of young people, their habits, attitudes and
problems they face, the protection and realiza-
tion of the rights of certain sensitive groups of
young people and the continuous monitoring
of the realization of their human rights, the in-
volvement of young people in the activities of the
youth sector, and more.

Interest in politics was expressed by 18.6 % of re-
spondents (“In general | am very interested”),
while as many as 52.6 % of respondents declared

that they were generally or not at all interested in

politics. Compared to the recent study by KOMS
in 2023, the share of young people interested in

politics is twice as low (18.6 vs. 36.8 %), while dis-
interest in politics is twice as high (52.6 vs. 24.9 %).
The male population is more interested in politics,
predominantly in the 25-29 age group, followed

by persons with higher education, as well as per-
sons living in urban areas (Fig. 23), as was also in-
dicated by the results of the previous FES study on

young people in 2018/2019, as well as the KOMS
research in 2023. When it comes to knowledge of
the political situation, only 10.8 % of young peo-
ple expressed that they knew a lot about poli-
tics; the same value as in the previous survey on

young people in 2018/2019. Those demographic
categories with a higher level of interest in poli-
tics were also more likely to state that they knew
a lot about politics, which indicates that personal

aspirations determine the desire to know about
the political situation. Following on from the pre-
vious answers, as many as 62.2% of respondents

believe that their interests are not represent-
ed in national politics, stating that they are not
represented at all or poorly represented. On the

other hand, one in ten respondents believe that
their interests are well represented. Although

pre-election slogans of some political parties in

Serbia have targeted the youth population, in re-
ality there was a complete absence of representa-
tion of their interests. The oft-repeated observa-
tion remains valid: young people and their social

issues are primarily discussed by those who nei-
ther belong to their demographic nor genuinely

understand their struggles — frequently for polit-
ical point-scoring.

8. Political attitudes and participation
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Interest in politics by place of residence by youth in Serbia (in %)
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According to a study conducted by the UNDP, the
political participation of young people in public
life is in constant decline the world over.2* Young
generations are at risk of being excluded from
decision-making processes, which poses a poten-
tial security risk in the future. Two-thirds of re-
spondents would not take up political function,
with the female population predominating this
statistic, in a 7:3 ratio. Young people in the age
group of 14-18 years believe themselves ready to
assume political function at an earlier age than
their older peers, and research has shown that
the higher the level of education, the greater the
readiness to make important decisions. A large
number of young people answered that they did
not know whether they would be willing to take
up political function, and made it clear that they
did not have a clear position, i.e. a significant con-
tingent of young people had not thought about
political engagement, with one explanation for
this being found in the fact that in the entire re-
gion the average age of holders of the highest
political positions is 54, which gives the message
to young people that important political posi-
tions should be waited for.

. Not interested at all
Mostly disinterested
Something in between
Mostly interested

@ Mostly interested

9.6
12.4

They are furthermore of the opinion that politi-
cal parties do not give young people a chance to
demonstrate their knowledge of new technolo-
gies, social networks, running online campaigns,
etc. These factors lead young people to prioritize
debates about economic challenges and demo-
cratic governance over discussions of youth policy.

Political engagement can manifest itself in dif-
ferent ways. However, most respondents did not
even engage in political life (more than 60 % of
respondents did not participate in demonstra-
tions, did not work in a political party in person
or online, and did not boycott products for polit-
ical or environmental reasons). According to the
results of the survey, the participation of young
people can most commonly be seen through
signing a list of political demands and/or sup-
porting an online petition (23.4 %), volunteering,
or participating in the activities of civil society or-
ganizations. This question also queried respond-
ents’ intent to become politically engaged in the
future, with the largest proportion of respond-
ents indicating that they intended to engage in
volunteering activities or participating in the ac-
tivities of civil society organizations in the future
(40.3%).
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The power
of first-time
voters

The generally accepted image of the young popu-
lation as voters is that they do not vote, that they
are disinterested in and resistant to politics. Com-
pared to older generations, today’s youth are
less interested in conventional politics (Pattie et
al., 2003), recording low levels of voter turnout
and engagement in party politics across Europe.
Unlike traditional political engagement, creative
forms of engagement are on the rise, however,
hinting at what may well be a participatory trans-
formation (Barrett & Zani, 2015; Norris, 2004). If
we are serious about increasing political partici-
pation among the generations that come of age
in the 21st century, approaches to it must change.

However, when asked about voting in the last
elections in Serbia (in this case, the elections
held in December 2023), the sample of respond-
ents across all age groups (i.e. 18-29 years) was
almost equally divided between those who vot-
ed (51.3 %) and those that did not. We can divide
the latter group into two categories: persons who
had the right to vote (26.8 %) and those who did
not (21.9 %). A slightly higher percentage of fe-
males turn out to vote in the elections, followed
by those in the 25-29 age group, as well as those
with higher education. The largest number of
people cited illness or holidays as the reason
for not going to the polls (28.3 %). Almost one
in five respondents believes that their vote will
not change anything, while 14.6 % of young peo-
ple do not vote out of principle. Gender analy-
sis reveals that males exhibit the highest percent-
age (21.5 %) of electoral skepticism, a perspective
equally prevalent among 19-24-year-olds. It is in-
teresting to note that this cohort includes people
who were voting for the first time. The first vote
is of great importance, since it can have a signifi-
cant influence on formulating future voting hab-
its. Yet in most countries, young and first-time
voters remain less engaged than older voters.

Youth Study Serbia

Young people
between
East and West

According to the regular survey of public opin-
ion carried out by the Ministry of European In-
tegration in December 2022, support for Ser-
bia’s accession to EU membership amounted to
43 %, with the figure for those opposing member-
ship standing at 32 %. In comparison, the data of
this survey indicate that young people are more
pessimistic when it comes to Serbia’s European
path, as 42.5 % believe that the country should
not join the EU, while 41.9 % see Serbia as still be-
ing on the path to European integration. Sourc-
es for this decline in support for joining the EU
can be seen in the length of the negotiation pro-
cess, the situation with Kosovo and Metohija, the
fear of loss of identity, etc. The greatest propor-
tion of young people do not identify themselves
as citizens of Europe (40.7 % do not identify at
all or only slightly identify as such), while 27.4 %
identify with European values. On the other hand,
76.8 % of respondents identify themselves as citi-
zens of Serbia. When looking more closely at the
gender structure, more males identify themselves
as inhabitants of Europe, followed by the young-
est respondents of the 14-18 age group and those
with higher education.

Young people feel the greatest affinity for peo-
ple from the area of the former SFR Yugoslavia
(36.7 %), followed by the residents of the Russian
Federation (23.5%). Those feeling a connection
with EU residents are extremely low, amounting
to only 3.1%. It is interesting that every fifth re-
spondent mentions a connection with all the na-
tions of the world, with this feeling being more
strongly expressed among females. On the oth-
er hand, twice as many women feel a connection
with the inhabitants of the Russian Federation
(Fig. 24).
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Feelings of connection with foreign nations among young people in Serbia (in %)
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Furthermore, 58.2 % believe that the state should
not accept immigrants, while every third re-
spondent believes that only those of Serb eth-
nicity should live in Serbia. They also believe that
only a person who has Serb blood can be a real
Serb, and 44 % of respondents state that they are
proud citizens of Serbia. The share of respond-
ents who agree that immigrants who want to live
in the country should accept the country’s cus-
toms and values amounts to 18 %. Such attitudes
are far more common among males than females,
followed by respondents aged 14-18.

When it comes to the relationship between Koso-
vo and Metohija and Serbia, the largest propor-
tion of respondents believe that this territory is
and will remain part of Serbia (48 %), with this
being equal among males and females, as well as
across all age groups and all levels of education.
Followig this, 22.7 % of respondents agree with
the statement that Kosovo and Metohija should
be part of Serbia, meaning that more than 70 %
of the young people surveyed see Kosovo and
Metohija as an integral part of Serbia in the future.

Male
Female

14.1

21.3

According to the respondents, the biggest prob-
lems that Serbia will face (Fig. 25) in the com-
ing decade are: corruption (60.2 %), emigration
of the labour force (60.1%), and unemployment
(56.8%). A significant percentage of young peo-
ple in Serbia do not think that depopulation, ro-
botization and transformation of employment,
the weakening of democracy or terrorism will
represent significant challenges in the future. It
is interesting that the respondents do not see im-
migration or climate change as worries for the
future, either, something completely contrary
to the attitudes of European residents who see
these two phenomena as the main challenges of
society (Democracy Perception Index, 2024). How-
ever, the opinion of young people in Serbia that
reducing immigration should be a key priority
of governments is in full agreement with that of
many Europeans.
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The biggest problems Serbia will be faced with in the following
decade according to young people (in %)

Political activism of young people on the social
and political level is evidenced by membership of
numerous non-governmental organizations, as
well as smaller movements, informal associations
and student parliaments. In spite of this, 53 % of
our respondents are not members of any organ-
ization or association (Fig. 26). The largest per-
centage are members of a sports association or
youth organization (9 %), followed by various hu-

Youth activism —
because we want to
be part of the
solution, not just
observers! %

Youth activism represents the social engagement

of young people around a common idea, net-
working together in order to implement certain
project ideas with the aim of improving the quali-
ty of life, acquiring competences, solving relevant
issues, and generally contributing to society both
in local communities and at the state level.

manitarian organizations (6.2 %), or of some oth-
er form of organization that was not mentioned
in the survey (5.3 %). The remainder — less than
5% - belong to organizations for animal welfare,
environmental protection, etc. The female pop-
ulation is more likely to be engaged in youth or-
ganizations, as well as artistic, educational, hu-
manitarian and similar organizations.
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Fig.26  Membership of organizations among young people in Serbia (in %)
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The male population is more represented among
sports associations and fan groups of sports
clubs. It should be emphasised that the basis of
youth activism is volunteering, which should be
accessible to everyone, regardless of origin, so-
cial, economic or any other status, and in spite
of any limitations (e.g. educational, geographi-
cal, health-related). Creating and promoting op-
portunities for young people to volunteer in ways
that are available, valued and supported will re-
sult in increased active participation of young
people in society, and build their skills for bet-
ter employment and quality of life, which will, in
turn, further strengthen the empowerment of
young people in Serbia.?

Through active participation in any form of activ-
ism, young people would thus contribute to de-
cision-making important for their future and im-
proving their position in society. The experiences
of many countries have shown that, without ac-
tivism and participation in social life, young peo-
ple become ‘invisible’; a marginalized component
of society with its needs neglected. Young peo-
ple more readily leave such societies, with the
onus being on society to retain them, by offer-
ing more opportunities to fulfil their needs. As
Mladi istrazivaci (Young Researchers)? highlight-
ed when discussing young people: Through ac-
tivism and volunteerism, we create meaning and
a new culture.
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Main takeaways

The young people in this study indicate
m that they are mostly or not at all interest-
ed in politics (52.6 %), and one of the main rea-
sons is that as many as 62.2 % of respondents
believe that their interests are poorly or not at
all represented in national politics.

Two-thirds of young people would not
m take up political function, with this answer
being more common among females (in a
7:3 ratio). However, the higher the level of ed-
ucation, the greater the willingness to make
important decisions.

Only a small percentage of young peo-

m ple in Serbia partake in any form of po-
litical involvement at present, with the largest
number of respondents stating that they in-
tend to engage in volunteer activities or activ-
ities of civil society organizations in the future
(40.3 %).

Opinions are almost equally split on be-

m ing for and against joining the EU. The
greatest proportion of young people do not
identify themselves as citizens of Europe, in-
stead feeling the greatest connection with
people from the area of the (former) SFR Yugo-
slavia (36.7 %), and then with the residents of
the Russian Federation (23.5 %).

The biggest challenges that Serbia will
5- face in the near future are identified by
young people as corruption (60.2 %), emigra-
tion of the workforce from Serbia (60.1 %), and
unemployment (56.8 %). It is interesting to
note that young people in Serbia do not per-
ceive climate change and migration to Europe
as future worries, which is completely contra-
ry to the attitudes of many Europeans, who see
these two phenomena as the main challenges
of society.

Youth Study Serbia
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Conclusions

A thousand
questions, but only
a few answers

We asked young people numerous questions
from the spheres of family, politics, education,
employment and mobility in order to see what
their expectations and values are, what is impor-
tant to them, what is completely unimportant to
them, how they perceive the present, and what
their views are to the future. Have we gotten to
know them better now that we’ve reached the
end of the study? Or is the conclusion that we
draw from everything that we are merely open-
ing up new questions: For us, for them, and for
society as a whole?

Just as in the poem by Arsen Dedi¢ or Dusan
Prelevi¢, youth gave to and stole from our young
ones. Young people are —in a certain sense — the
losers of the transformation, but they are also
winners if we look at various processes in mod-
ern society, such as the development of modern
technology: young people today are more mo-
bile, they have more chances to connect with
each other, and greater opportunity to act. As we
pointed out in the introduction, Generation Z is
the most powerful generation, both economically
and culturally, to have yet been born. Numerous
opportunities are opening up to them that were
unknown to young people just a few decades
ago. Of course, all changes in society are essen-
tially two-sided coins, and the technological and
media revolution, on the one hand, opens up the
digital space for young people in terms of labour
market, connectivity and action, but also poten-
tially compromises their personal security, espe-
cially in the context of electronic violence. Tech-
nological progress opens up the issue of greater
inequality within society, and this study showed
that young people who do not use the internet
for educational purposes are more likely to live
in rural areas.

Youth Study Serbia

In the introduction, we mentioned different ap-
proaches to young people and we unequivocal-
ly advocated for an optimistic one: we see young
people as bearers of a desirable future, of posi-
tive values, and of innovation. While we remain
optimistic, we need to take a look at some of the
more worrying findings, and likewise encourage
the public to jointly search for answers and root
causes.

Why do more than half of young people state
that they are not at all interested in politics? Why
are 53 % of young people not members of any or-
ganization or association? Why do young people
not trust institutions, why is how they look more
important to them than being politically active?
Before we all-too-easily draw the conclusion that
our young people are not interested in anything
and that they are apolitical, let us recall the fol-
lowing findings of the study: Our young people
emphasise that it is of great importance to them
that they be independent and take responsibility.
They also highlight the fact that they feel exclud-
ed from political life. Therefore, the reasons for
their ‘'disinterest’ should be sought first of all in
structural and organizational obstacles to the en-
gagement of young people in politics rather than
in their own apathy.

Furthermore, before drawing the conclusion
that, in addition to politics, our young people
are aren’t interested in school and education ei-
ther, let’s take a look at the data from the study
that shows that education and career are among
the most highly valued items when we ask them
what is personally important to them. They are
more important than being rich, and even more
important than having a family. Let us then ask
the following questions that concern us: Why do
two-thirds of young people believe that there
is corruption in education? Why are 38.2% of
young people dissatisfied with education? The
cohort most dissatisfied with education is not
predominantly composed of young people who
sit at the back of the class’, who ‘mess around’
and ‘waste everyone’s time’, but rather those un-
dertaking master’s and doctoral studies.

1
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Before we apply a blanket description of ‘ap-
athetic’ to or young people, let’s take a look at
the results of the study and the expressed opti-
mism of the youth regarding their personal fu-
tures. Let's ask the question of why young peo-
ple do not have that kind of optimism when it
comes to the future of Serbian society, and only
a third think that Serbian society will get better
again. Data on migration and reasons for leaving
may provide an answer. Why does every fifth re-
spondent want to leave the country? The findings
show that the main reasons are existential and
economic in nature.

Among our young people, a confusion of values
is evident in all spheres, from family, family plan-
ning and decisions on choosing a partner, to pol-
itics, attitudes towards democracy and towards
minorities. Certain answers point to the liberal-
ization of young people’s attitudes, but also to
a sustenance of conservative values. In this con-
text, we can once again ask with concern why
young people are so bothered by having a mem-
ber of the LGBT community as a neighbour? Why
do 25.1% of young people consider religious af-
filiation to be an important factor in choosing a
partner?

Based on the findings of this study, our young
people are by no means disinterested or apa-
thetic, but they are clearly distrustful. Distrust is
shown to be a constant characteristic of young
people across all of the most recent studies (2015,
2018/2019), and a key obstacle to the develop-
ment of a democratic society. It must also be reit-
erated that trust is a two-way street, the result of
past interactions, and the expectations we have
toward and from the other. It is fair to say that
the expectations of our young people have not
been met for many years. In a scenario of great
distrust towards institutions, the role of the fami-
ly is strengthened, which, according to the results
of this study, has proven a significant support for
young people, from the housing situation to the
situation of potential exposure to violence and
seeking help with this.

Youth Study Serbia

However, what remains the key challenge in the
future is the activation of the obvious potential
of young people as bearers of the main values of
a desirable future. In order to facilitate this, we
need to identify the obstacles on that ‘path’, not
only as obstacles per se, but by framing themin a
wider social context, and especially in the context
of the responsibilities of various actors, primarily
the institutions that exist within our society. Con-
tinuous work on restoring trust in society’s insti-
tutions will turn young people from observers
into actors, allowing them perceive their own ac-
tions in society as purposeful, instead of futile. Oh,
“youth, hold your course for a moment” (“mlados-
ti, daj stani na cas”), there are many challenges
that are not easy to answer!

Conclusions
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Endnotes

The Law on Youth from 2011 and 2022 defines young
persons in the Republic of Serbia as those from the
age of 15 to the age of 30 (Sl. glasnik RS, no. 50/2011 &
116/2022, According to the United Nations, youthhood
is best understood as a period of transition from the
dependence of childhood to the independence of
adulthood. As a result, young people are more fluid as
a demographic cohort than other age groups. How-
ever, years of life represent the easiest way to define
this group, especially when it comes to education and
employment, because 'youth’ often means a person
who is of the age where they leave compulsory educa-
tion and find their first job (Andji¢ & Rakin, 2020).

Youth and migration: an overview, 2020.

What young people want — Dashboard.

The UNESCO Youth Programme, UN Youth Strategy
2022, World Youth Report, 2018.

Data taken from the website
- nadanasnjidan.net/godina/1995

- urbancityradio.org/the-prodigy-beograd-1995-
koncert-koji-je-promenio-srbiju-video (accessed
11.6.2024)

Artist Ana burdi¢ Konstrakta has, more recently, pop-
ularized such criticisms of consumer society, with the
quoted issues being included in her song In corpore
sano, an entry at the 2023 Eurovision song contest.

- Youth_and_migration_final_online.pdf

- Youth_and_migration_final_online.pdf

For an elaboration of this, see: (Besi¢, 2011:122)

> rsf.org/en/country/serbia (datum pristupa 1.6.2024)
More than half of our respondents, when asked how
much time they spend following politics or current

events across a range of media, answered that they
do not spend any time or less than an hour.
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It is important to emphasise that security as defined
by the UN and its agencies implies a broader meaning:
protection and promotion of basic rights and free-
doms, respect for social justice, long-term investment
in sustainable development, etc.

Therefore, we can rightfully question whether our
respondents understood this set of questions, bearing
in mind the large number of undecided responses

in the assessment of almost every attitude.

When we talk about rights, young people believe
that the poor (81.9 percent) and young people
(61.8 percent) are groups that have too few rights.

Among the items listed were the following: corruption,
social injustice, excessive numbers of immigrants and
refugees, increased poverty in society, pollution and
climate change, war in the region/world, terrorist
attacks, losing your job, suffering from a serious illness,
being a victim of physical violence.

The items listed differ slightly compared to the ques-
tionnaire from the 2018 survey: being a victim of physi-
cal violence, being a victim of sexual violence (including
rape), being robbed, becoming seriously ill, losing your
job, a terrorist attacks, pollution and climate change,
too many immigrants and refugees, a global pandemic,
being a victim of domestic violence, war, a poor health-
care system, negative effects of artificial intelligence,
being without a decent pension, housing problems.

It is often not possible to delineate precise boundaries
between different forms of violence. We classified

the threat of physical violence here as emotional/psy-
chological violence, because it is expressed verbally,
although it is often closer to physical violence because
the harm threatened is physical or material (Popadic¢,
2005:44).

Bezbednosti mladih: smanjenje rizika kroz podizanje
svesti — nalazi iz istraZivanja i preporuke (2023), Nasilni
ekstremizam i mladi: od dezinformacije do radikalizaci-
je (2023), Alternativni izvestaja o poloZaju i potrebama
mladih u Republici Srbiji — 2023, DeSHAME.

We took the data for this age group, because the next
one for which the results are presented in the Report
is between the ages of 24 and 35, and our sample does
notinclude people older than 29.
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21 For more information, see: (Dragisi¢ Labas, 2015).

22 This title is borrowed from an article in the week-
ly newspaper Vreme, authored by Darko Mr3evi¢,
20.9.2023. Gledaoci ili akteri — Vreme.

23 BCLJP, Izvestaj o ljudskim pravima mladih u Republici
Srbiji u 2021. godini; NAPOR, Mladi u Srbiji — participaci-
ja:mogucnost i prepreke, 2022. Alternativni izvestaj
Krovne organizacije mladih Srbije (KOMS).

24 Politicko ucesée mladih mora da preovlada | OSCE.

25 Institut za razvoj mladih KULT.

26 Volontiranje i umrezenost za bolji razvoj mladih |
UNICEF Srbija.

27 MIS Home — Mladi Istrazivadi Srbije.
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https://www.osce.org/sr/serbia/174856
https://mladi.org/aktivizam-jer-zelimo-biti-dio-rjesenja-a-ne-samo-promatraci/
https://www.unicef.org/serbia/volontiranje-i-umrezenost-za-bolji-razvoj-mladih
https://www.unicef.org/serbia/volontiranje-i-umrezenost-za-bolji-razvoj-mladih
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