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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. For this report,
young people between the ages of 14 and
29 in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Bulgaria, Croatia, Kosovo, North Macedonia,
Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia,
Greece, and Turkiye were surveyed.
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Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Executive
Summary

How do young people across Southeast Europe (SEE) perceive

societal development and their personal futures? This study provides
comparative insights from twelve countries (Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro,
Romania, Serbia, Slovenia, Greece, and Tuirkiye) for the purpose of
fostering informed debate about their views on politics and democracy
in the context of their life circumstances and values. Focusing on
individuals aged 14 to 29, the Comparative Youth Study SEE 2024 builds
on previous surveys conducted in the region by the Friedrich-Ebert-
Stiftung. These are our most important findings.

Education (Un)employment

= Educational satisfaction and GDP:
Countries with higher GDP per capita
report higher levels of educational
satisfaction than countries facing eco-
nomic and political challenges.

= Corruption: Corruption remains a per-
vasive issue, undermining the quality
and integrity of education systems. This
manifests in various forms, including
bribery for better grades, biased curricu-
lum development and unfair allocation
of resources.

= Gender disparities: The study results show

a gender disparity in unemployment, with
women more likely to be unemployed than
men, not only because of structural factors
such as patriarchal norms, but also because
they tend to pursue less remunerative pro-
fessions, such as education, health care and
humanities.

Precarious employment: Precarious
employment is the predominant mode of
employment among young people in

the Southeast Europe (SEE) region, leading
to job instability and insecurity.

Political influence on employment:

Party membership and affiliation remain
significant factors in securing employ-
ment, particularly in non-EU and Western
Balkans countries. However, this influ-
ence has decreased in nine out of ten coun-
tries with comparable data.

Executive Summary
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Social
and political
attitudes

2 Libertarianism and the welfare state:
Although support for a welfare state re-
mains high, young people’s political
values are shifting away from authoritarian
welfarism towards libertarianism.

= Secularization: There has been anin-
crease in the share of nonreligious young
people across the region, with some
countries experiencing religious polari-
zation. The decline in religiosity has been
more pronounced among women than
among men.

= Ethnonationalism: Ethnonationalism is
generally declining in the region, but
North Macedonia, Montenegro and Slo-
venia have seen significant increases,
and Turkiye, Albania and Kosovo maintain
very high levels. Men in most countries are
more likely to exhibit stronger ethnona-
tionalist sentiments than women, although
this gender gap has slightly diminished
since 2018.

= Satisfaction with democracy and eco-
nomy: Young people are increasingly satis-
fied with their home countries’ democratic
and economic prospects. Although the
European Union (EU) is still viewed posi-
tively, the satisfaction gap between home
countries and the EU has narrowed.

= Pessimism and EU membership: The
prospect of EU membership maintains a
high level of optimism among young
people in non-member countries, while
pessimism is rising among young people
in EU Member States.

= Rising fears and concerns: Fears and
concerns about various sociopolitical issues
have risen sharply since 2018, particularly
the fear of war. In 2024, young people in
the region were most concerned about
corruption, unemployment, emigration,
and the quality of public services.

Political
engagement and
representation

> Political interest and knowledge: The
study reveals a slight increase in political
interest and self-assessed knowledge
about politics compared with previous SEE
Youth Studies, though both remain very
low among respondents. Political interest
is higher among men, older young people
and those with higher education and ur-
ban residence, mirroring trends in political
knowledge.

= Perception of representation: Despite
the general lack of interest in politics, the
vast majority of young people feel under-
represented in national politics, with
women more likely to perceive their rep-
resentation as inadequate.

= Youth engagement in politics. When
young people feel that their interests are
better represented in national politics
their interest in political participation tends
to increase.

= Electoral participation: Voting continues
to be the main form of political engage-
ment for young people in the region, with
voter turnout remaining steady. However,
it's stilluncommon for young people in SEE
to take on political roles. Many choose not
to vote, often because they feel their vote
won’t make any difference or because they
don’t find any political parties appealing.

= Voter turnout trends: Young respondents
in EU countries exhibit lower voter turn-
out but their electoral participation is trend-
ing upwards. Conversely, young people
in non-EU countries have a higher turnout,
although itis on a downward trend.

Executive Summary



- Non-electoral activities: Despite stable
electoral participation, non-electoral activ-
ities remain at a low level. Online activism
and volunteering are the most common
forms of non-electoral engagement.

= Trust in democracy: There is a noticeable
regional trend of decreasing trust in de-
mocracy as the preferred form of govern-
ment compared with the previous wave
of surveys.

> Political ideologies and engagement:

Young people who identify with right-wing
ideologies show higher levels of political
engagement. They exhibit greater interest
in politics, perceive themselves to be more
knowledgeable, and are more willing to
assume political positions and participate in
both electoral and non-electoral activities.

= Gender differences and activism.
Significant gender differences emerge
when examining individual countries. The
data shows that women more frequently
engage in volunteer work, civil society
activities, and participation in boycotts for
political and environmental causes.

- Democratic values and authoritarian
support: Most young people in the region
adhere to democratic values despite a
general decline in trust in democracy as the
preferred form of government. Paradoxi-
cally, however, nearly half the young peo-
ple who strongly support democracy are
also open to endorsing a strong leader.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Media

> Media engagement: Private centrist
media generally show higher user rates.

= Left-leaning media: Left-leaning media
can engage young people effectively,
although the level of engagement varies
significantly.

= Right-leaning media: Right-leaning
media outlets face more of a struggle in
engaging young people.

Migration

= Migration desire: The desire to migrate
has become more uniform across the
region, with more young people wishing
to migrate, although the intensity of this
desire has decreased.

= Migration patterns: There has been a
shift from permanent to circular migration
patterns, with non-EU countries showing
more interest in circular migration.

= Motivations for migration: Economic
reasons are the primary motivators for
moving abroad, but political reasons are
also significant.

= Educational mobility: Young people with
experience of educational mobility prefer
circular migration. Economic and political
motivations tend toward permanent relo-
cation, while academic and cultural reasons
favour short-term stays abroad.

= Gender disparities in mobility: Participa-
tion in educational mobility programmes
has increased, particularly in EU countries,
but young men participate more than
young women.

= Political activity and mobility: Participa-
tion in mobility programmes is linked
to authoritarian attitudes and lower sup-
port for democracy, but it also leads to
increased political activity.

Executive Summary
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Family life
and transition
to adulthood

>

>

>

>

Modern attitudes towards partnership
and parenthood: While young people still
value parenthood and marriage, these at-
titudes have modernized, particularly in EU
Member States such as Bulgaria, Croatia
and Romania, with little change in Kosovo
and Albania.

Increasing cohabitation rates: Rising
cohabitation rates indicate a moderniza-
tion of partnerships, with more young
people living together outside marriage
as a preparatory phase.

Unchanged housing transition: Housing
challenges for young parents remain
constant, with many still living with their
parents even after having children.

Favourable transition to adulthood in
EU countries: EU countries offer a more
favourable transition to adulthood, with
higher living standards, better job op-
portunities and institutional support. Ad-
vancements in non-EU countries such as
Serbia, Montenegro and North Macedonia
are helping young people in the Western
Balkans to catch up with their EU peers.

Executive Summary
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Introduction

This study examines how young people in South-
east Europe (SEE) perceive societal progress and
their own futures. By comparing insights from
twelve countries — Albania, Bosnia and Herzego-
vina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Kosovo, North Macedonia,
Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia, Greece,
and Turkiye — it seeks to foster informed discus-
sions about youth perspectives on politics, democ-
racy, and societal values in relation to their life cir-
cumstances. The Youth Study SEE 2024 focuses on
individuals aged 14 to 29, building on previous
surveys conducted in the region by the Friedrich-
Ebert-Stiftung (FES) between 2011 and 2015 and
again in 2018. In addition to advancing the current
understanding of the societal and political views
of young people, the Youth Study SEE 2024 delves
into the broader policy implications of these find-
ings, with the aim of informing and enhancing
policy discussions throughout the region.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

The release of our Youth Study SEE 2024 comes at
a time of heightened focus on the role of young
people in shaping societies and politics. In particu-
lar, the growing ideological shift of youth toward
right-wing populism has drawn significant atten-
tion from scholars, policymakers, and the media
in recent times, especially this year, as nearly half
the world has either held or is preparing for elec-
tions (Lubbers et al., 2002; Arzheimer & Carter,
2006; Mudde, 2007; Guth and Nelsen 2021; Jacobs
and Matthieu 2024; Azmanova 2024; Vinocur and
Goury-Laffont, 2024).

While a growing body of research focuses on
these emerging political trends among young
people in Western Europe, this study adds a cru-
cial dimension to the ongoing debate by explor-
ing the political and societal views of youth in
Southeast Europe. Beyond political views, the
Youth Study SEE 2024 adopts a broader lens, ex-
amining young people’s perspectives on societal
values and life circumstances, providing a compre-
hensive understanding of their experiences.

Understanding the views of young people on pol-
itics and society is essential, not only for insights
into this demographic but also because their per-
spectives often carry broader societal implica-
tions. Sociologically, young people are frequent-
ly seen as catalysts for societal change, adopting
worldviews, values, and trends that signal larger
social transformations (Mannheim 1952). Similar-
ly, their political preferences can serve as early in-
dicators of broader electoral and political shifts.
Since young people’s political identities are still
in formation, they are more likely to support the
emergence of new political movements (Dinas
2014) and act as political trendsetters, influencing
older generations over time (Rekker 2022). There-
fore, this study contributes significantly to ongo-
ing discussions about the future political and so-
cietal trajectories of SEE at large.

1. Introduction
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The findings from the study reflect both continu-
ity and change. Consistent with our previous SEE
youth studies, socio-economic insecurities con-
tinue to affect many aspects of young people’s
lives. For example, one-third of youth face bar-
riers to education or training due to economic
constraints, inadequate infrastructure, and limit-
ed access to quality resources. Additionally, the
majority of young people remain employed in
precarious jobs, leading to widespread concerns
about job security. Alongside unemployment, the
leading anxieties among youth include fears of
corruption, emigration, and the deterioration of
public services.

However, the study also identifies important shifts,
particularly in political values. A gradual move to-
ward libertarianism and a decline in ethnonation-
alism are becoming evident, although the latter
remains a persistent issue. Satisfaction with cur-
rent state of democracy and economic conditions
is improving, especially regarding the prospect of
EU membership, which continues to inspire opti-
mism in non-EU countries, while pessimism is ris-
ing in EU member states. At the same time, the
study highlights a concerning decline in trust in
democracy as a form of government, with an in-
creasing openness to authoritarian leadership, re-
flecting growing uncertainty about democracy’s
ability to meet the needs of young people.

In terms of migration, while the desire to move
abroad has become more widespread, the inten-
sity of this desire has decreased. Economic rea-
sons remain the primary motivations for moving
abroad. Furthermore, shifts in young people’s at-
titudes toward family and personal life are also
emerging, with more modern and diverse per-
spectives being expressed.

The study also underscores that young people in
SEE are not a monolithic group, with significant
variations across gender lines. Gender disparities
are evident in most aspects of the study. For in-
stance, young women face higher risks of unem-
ployment, are less likely to seek employment, and
are more often employed in lower-paying sectors
such as education, healthcare, and the humanities.

Ethnonationalism is more prevalent among
young men, who also report higher levels of po-
litical interest and knowledge, whereas young
women are more involved in volunteering and
civil society activities. Gender gaps are also visi-
ble in ideological orientation, with young wom-
en tending to hold more left-leaning views than
men — a trend that aligns with global patterns of
increasing gender divergence in political orienta-
tion (Off 2023; Burn-Murdoch, 2024; Evans 2024).

The study is structured into chapters that cover
key areas including education, employment, so-
cio-political values, politics and political participa-
tion, media, migration, family life, and the transi-
tion to adulthood. Each chapter not only presents
the data but also contextualizes it within broad-
er regional trends. The final chapter provides de-
tailed policy recommendations for both national
and international actors involved in decision-mak-
ing processes, aiming to guide future reforms that
better address the needs and aspirations of young
people in SEE.

Lastly, this study is part of a broader series of
FES Youth Studies focused on Southeast Europe,
complemented by twelve in-depth country-spe-
cific reports. The development of these studies
was made possible through the collaborative ef-
forts of our FES offices and colleagues based in
the region. We are also grateful to the members
of the Advisory Board for their valuable support
and feedback. | would especially like to express
heartfelt thanks to our Director, Johanna Lutz, for
her vision, guidance, and continuous support for
this project. Additionally, | would like to express
my sincere gratitude to my colleagues, Krisztina
Stefan and Margarete Lengger, for their excep-
tional work in project management and coordi-
nation of graphic design and communications.

1. Introduction
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m Methodology

Data for the study was collected through a rep-
resentative survey conducted by IPSOS between
9 February 2024, and 25 March 2024, comprising
8,943 interviews with young people aged 14 to
29 in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria,
Croatia, Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro,
Romania, Serbia, Slovenia, Greece and Tirkiye.

Interviews were conducted with Computer Assist-
ed Online Interviews (CAWI). Because of the low
coverage of online panels in the following three
countries a mixed-mode approach was chosen.
In all of them, the distribution of offline and on-
line interviews was based on past studies among
asimilar target group:

- Albania (35 % CAWI, 65 % CAPI)
- North Macedonia (40 % CAWI, 60 % CATI)
= Montenegro (40 % CAWI, 60 % CATI)

In Kosovo, the study was conducted in CAPI mode
only.

Sampling

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia,
Greece, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia and Turkiye
the data collection was conducted with Comput-
er Assisted Web Interviews (CAWI) only. For CAWI
mode, the target audience was limited to peo-
ple who had registered in an online access panel,
who were residents in an EU Member State, and
who had access to online services on a digital in-
put device at the time of the survey.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Access to respondents took place through estab-
lished online access panels. The minimum age
restrictions differ from country to country, de-
pending on national laws and data privacy regu-
lations — most European countries set a minimum
age of 16. Therefore, special consent was required
from parents.

Robust online access panels do not exist in all
countries covered in the study. Particularly in
smaller countries, the overall size of online ac-
cess panels is limited. This was the case in Alba-
nia, Kosovo, North Macedonia, and Montenegro,
where online access panels could not guarantee
enough respondents to reach established nation-
al sample sizes in line with the sampling design.
Therefore, a mixed-mode approach was used in
these countries, which the exception of Kosovo,
where only CAPI mode was used.

All CATI interviews combined landline and mobile
numbers and were based on the Random Digit
Dialing (RDD) approach for numbers and a quota
selection of respondents. For the CAPI interviews,
households were selected using a defined start-
ing point (buildings of public importance) and
equal steps of household choice (urban and ru-
ral). Eight respondents per PSU were interviewed.
Respondents within households were selected
according to quota. If there were 14- to 17-year-
olds in a family, as required for the kids’ module,
consent was required for interview participation
from the teenagers’ parent or legal guardian.

2. Methodology
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A multi-country survey in 12 countries

Method - Single mode of Computer Assisted Web Interviewing (CAWI)
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Romania,
Serbia, Slovenia and Turkiye

- Mixed mode of Computer Assisted Web Interviewing (CAWI)
and Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI)
in North Macedonia and Montenegro

- Mixed mode of Computer Assisted Web Interviewing (CAWI)
and Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI) in Albania

= Single mode of Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI)
in Kosovo

Target Resident population aged 14 to 29 in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
population  Bulgaria, Croatia, Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro, Romania,
Serbia, Slovenia, Greece and Turkiye

Quota - Quota selection according to age, gender, and region in all countries
- Additional soft quota on education in all countries

- Additional quota selection according to national languages in
Kosovo and Macedonia

Sample size  Total of 8,943 interviews:

680 in Albania 501 in Montenegro
500 in Bosnia and Herzegovina 1,150 in Romania
750 in Bulgaria 750 in Serbia

750 in Croatia 595 in Slovenia
530 in Kosovo 1,000 in Greece
504 in North Macedonia 1,233 in Turkiye

Questionnaire  Provided in Albanian, Bosnian, Bulgarian, Croatian, Macedonian,
Montenegrin, Romanian, Serbian (Latin and Cyrillic), Slovenian,
Greek and Turkish. Translated by Ipsos’ Global Translation Service.
Average length (median):

> CAWI: 18.9 min
> CAPI/CATI: 30.75 min

Fieldwork period  09.02.-25.03.2024

1" 2. Methodology
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Emina Adilovic

Young people
and education

Education is a primary driver of social equity, but
it also has the potential to introduce new social
inequalities and exclusion if not adequately ac-
cessible to all segments of the population. Finan-
cial constraints and inadequate support systems
are important barriers that hinder educational
attainment. The digital divide exacerbates these
challenges, as access to technology and the in-
ternet becomes increasingly crucial for learning.
Rapid technological advancement and globaliza-
tion are transforming the educational landscape,
requiring new skills and competencies. Econom-
ic volatility further complicates this environment,
impacting funding and resources for education.
Altogether, these factors demand a rethinking of
traditional educational structures and methods.
While informal education is becoming increas-
ingly valuable for acquiring specific employment
skills, formal education remains essential for de-
veloping well-rounded individuals. Formal educa-
tion provides the critical thinking, civic awareness
and comprehensive knowledge people need to
navigate and contribute meaningfully to modern
society. However, the integration of digital tech-
nologies into education is challenging the tradi-
tional definitions of quality education.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Online schooling
and digital learning

Given that the Covid-19 pandemic accelerated the
development and introduction of online teaching
and publishing educational activities, it is interest-
ing to observe the time allocated to online school
activities. The data on time spent on schooling on-
line across Southeast European countries in 2024
reveals that countries such as Bosnia and Herze-
govina and Montenegro show substantial en-
gagement, with extended online sessions, while
Albania, Kosovo and Serbia are characterize by
very short online interactions. By contrast, Bulgar-
ia, Croatia and North Macedonia demonstrate a
more balanced engagement with digital learn-
ing. As McLaren and Jandri¢ (2020) suggest, the
post-digital age requires a reassessment of educa-
tional goals and methods to ensure that they re-
main relevant and effective. In Southeast Europe,
the education sector faces unique regional chal-
lenges, which include varying levels of economic
development, political stability and cultural atti-
tudes towards education. Addressing these chal-
lenges requires targeted policies that recognize
the diverse needs of the population and take ad-
vantage of both formal and informal education-
al opportunities.

Quality of education

Levels of satisfaction with the quality of education
in the SEE region vary considerably, reflecting di-
verse experiences and perceptions among young
people. Comparing the data from 2018 and 2024
highlights shifts in educational satisfaction across
different countries. In 2024, the highest levels of
satisfaction were observed in Slovenia, Kosovo
and Croatia. In FES Youth Study 2018, the highest
satisfaction levels were observed in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Bulgaria and Slovenia. Young peo-
ple in these countries demonstrated a relatively
strong positive perception of their education sys-
tems, indicating effective education policies and a
supportive learning environment. Such high sat-
isfaction levels in these countries in 2018 can be
attributed to several factors, including well-im-
plemented education reforms, investments in ed-
ucational infrastructure, and a focus on teacher
quality and student support services.

3. Young people and education
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Fig.1 Satisfaction with education among young people in SEE (in %)
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Figure 1shows that some significant changes had
occurred by 2024. According to the OECD (2023),
consistent investment in educational reforms
and policy enhancements can lead to sustained
improvements in educational quality. Taking ad-
vantage of continuous investments, Slovenia not
only maintained but improved its position, with
satisfaction levels rising to 52.9 %, indicating con-
tinued or enhanced efforts to improve education-
al quality, which suggests that Slovenia’s strate-
gies have been effective.

Albania, Croatia and Kosovo exhibit moderate
satisfaction levels. In Albania, satisfaction levels
remained relatively stable, indicating neither im-
provement nor decline in the quality of education
as perceived by young people. Croatia, although
showing a slight decrease from 39.2% to 38.4 %,
suggests a relatively stable educational environ-
ment with minor fluctuations in student satisfac-
tion. Furthermore, it is evident that Kosovo faces
challenges with the quality of education, as stat-
ed in their Education Strategy Plan 2022-2026, in
which providing access to equal and quality ed-
ucation is highlighted as a significant challenge.
However, government actions to address this is-
sue are apparent in the positive trend observed,
with an increase from 24.6 % to 37.4 %. This is the
result of targeted efforts to enhance educational
access, quality of teaching, and student support
services.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Shifting satisfaction levels

By contrast, some countries have experienced a
decline, reflecting possible challenges or deteri-
oration in their education systems that need to
be addressed. Both Bosnia and Herzegovina and
Bulgaria saw their satisfaction levels drop to 23 %
and 21.6 %, respectively, from nearly 50 % in 2018.
Such drops may point to systemic issues affecting
educational quality, including political instabili-
ty, economic constraints and insufficient educa-
tional reforms, which the European Commission
(2023) identifies as critical factors that can under-
mine the quality of education and reduce student
satisfaction. Political instability often leads to fre-
guent changes in education policies and lack of
continuity that reflects growing dissatisfaction
with outdated curricula, lack of modern educa-
tional facilities and insufficient support. Albania
and Croatia showed relative stability in their sat-
isfaction levels, suggesting that while there might
not have been major improvements, the quality
of education has not deteriorated significantly ei-
ther.

Greece and Turkiye, with new data in 2023 show-
ing satisfaction rates of 17.2 % and 19.1 %, respec-
tively, underscore areas that require improve-
ments to meet young people’s expectations.
Overall, findings present a mixed picture. While
countries such as Slovenia and Kosovo have made
notable improvements, others, such as Romania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Bulgaria, have ex-
perienced declines, bearing in mind that so-
cio-economic context influences educational sat-
isfaction. Countries with higher GDP per capita
tend to report higher satisfaction levels. For in-
stance, Slovenia and Croatia, with relatively stable
economies, show higher satisfaction than coun-
tries such as Greece and North Macedonia, which
face economic challenges.

3. Young people and education
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The enduring
problem
of corruption

With the formulation of the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs), leaders across Europe
have committed to “ensure inclusive and equita-
ble quality education and promote lifelong learn-
ing opportunities for all” (SDG 4) by 2030. Howev-
er, corruption in education severely undermines
these objectives; it erodes the integrity of edu-
cational institutions and diminishes public trust.
As Transparency International highlights, corrup-
tion in education undermines the very fabric of
society by devaluing credentials and contribut-
ing to the perpetuation of inequality and pov-
erty (Transparency International 2013). This ob-
servation is particularly relevant in the Southeast
Europe, where educational corruption not only
diminishes the quality of education but also exac-
erbates social and economic disparities. In prima-
ry and secondary education, improper interfer-
ence from government and the private sector can
compromise the integrity of the curriculum, lim-
it the independence of educators, and skew edu-
cational priorities. This leads to a curriculum that
prioritizes specific interests over a balanced and
comprehensive education, affecting the quality of
learning and potentially fostering a biased per-
spective among students. Additionally, such inter-
ference can diminish the professional autonomy
of teachers, reducing their ability to provide un-
biased and high quality education. In higher ed-
ucation, improper interference from government
and the private sector erodes academic freedom,
distorts research priorities and undermine the
trustworthiness of academic research outcomes.
Furthermore, corruption in education in South-
east Europe often leads to a brain drain, as ed-
ucation professionals and pupils are compelled
to leave their institutions, regions or even coun-
tries in pursuit of better salaries, improved work-
ing conditions or enhanced professional and stu-
dent development opportunities.

The young people in these regions are acutely
aware of these issues, and their perceptions pro-
vide insights into the ongoing challenges and

areas in need of reform. The analysis examines

perceptions of corruption in education across

several countries in Southeast Europe based on

the FES Youth Study SEE for the years 2018 and

2024. The focus is on whether young people be-
lieve that grades and exams are being “bought”
in their educational institutions. The grand total

shows a slight decrease in the perception of ed-
ucational corruption from 2018 to 2024. In 2024,
62.9 % of respondents across the surveyed coun-
tries believe that corruption exists in educational

institutions, compared with an average of 65.4 %
in 2018, excluding Greece and Turkiye, which did

not participate in the survey. These findings are

in line with the broader trends indicated by the

2021 Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI), in which

Western Europe had the highest average score of
66 out of 100 (2021) and became the highest-scor-
ing region in Europe. Such a comparison supports

the notion that corruption in education is a rec-
ognized issue across various regions, though it is

more pronounced in Southeast Europe, where

several countries report higher numbers.

Between 2018 and 2024, the percep-
tion of educational corruption
slightly decreased in seven out of ten
Southeast European countries.

Tarkiye and Greece present moderate levels of
concern in 2024, with 47.6 % and 53.5 % of re-
spondents, respectively. Although there is no
2018 data, their current levels indicate issues sim-
ilar to other SEE countries. Slovenia shows a slight
improvement, with perceptions of corruption de-
creasing by 4.2 percentage points, which suggests
that the country’s anti-corruption measures and
efforts to enhance transparency in the education
sector are yielding positive results, albeit gradu-
ally. Bulgaria reflects a positive trend, with per-
ceptions of corruption decreasing by 7.1 % points,
from 68.4 % to 61.3 %.

3. Young people and education
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Fig.2 Views on corruption in education among young people in SEE (in %)

Do you agree that there are cases where grades and exams are ‘bought’in institutes/
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Regional
efforts and partial
progress

Aiming for more robust anti-corruption strate-
gies, Croatia exhibits an increase of 16.6 % points,
and Serbia and Romania offer similar trends. Ser-
bia, although remaining high, fell from 80 % in
2018 to 71.4 % in 2024. However, it's important to
consider that these data might not fully reflect
the on-the-ground realities given the persistent
political difficulties. This apparent improvement
might be more indicative of public fatigue with
reporting corruption or changes in how corrup-
tion is perceived rather than substantial system-
ic changes. Thus, there remains a need for more
effective anti-corruption measures to ensure that
perceived improvements translate into real, sus-
tained progress. Furthermore, Romania’s increase
from 51.8 % to 57.3 % signals both growing rec-
ognition and escalating corruption issues, high-
lighting that while awareness campaigns might
be effective, they must be accompanied by con-
crete measures.

North Macedonia and Montenegro show prom-
ising decreases in perceived corruption. North
Macedonia’s decline of 3.8 %, though smaller,
along with Montenegro’s drop of 13.4 % during
the same period, reflect gradual implementa-
tion of stricter anti-corruption laws and improv-
ing institutional transparency that contribute to
better public perceptions and trust in the educa-
tion sector. Kosovo stands out with a reduction
from 59.5% in 2018 to 42.8 % in 2024, while Bos-
nia and Herzegovina and Albania present more
concerning trends. Bosnia and Herzegovina's in-
crease from 72.1% to 77.4 % shows rising concerns
about educational integrity, while Albania’s slight
decrease from 74.9 % to 73.9 % still reflects persis-
tently high levels of perceived corruption.

The changing
face of educational
integrity

While some countries have made notable pro-
gress, others continue to face challenges. Ad-
dressing corruption in education requires a mul-
ti-faceted approach, including regulatory reforms,
enhanced transparency, public awareness and
continuous monitoring to ensure long-term im-
provement and trust in the education system.
Additionally, integrity training and education
on resisting corruption are critical components
in fostering a culture of integrity and accounta-
bility (U4 Anti-Corruption Resource Centre 2020).
Ensuring that perceived and expected improve-
ments in countries such as Serbia and Croatia are
substantiated by real changes on the ground is
crucial for maintaining the integrity of education-
al reforms. This context is important for under-
standing why Croatia, unlike some of its region-
al counterparts and despite being an EU Member
State has struggled to make notable progress in
addressing corruption in educational practices.
Some SEE countries showing decreases, such as
Kosovo and Montenegro, have benefited from ef-
fective anti-corruption strategies, and stricter en-
forcement of academic integrity.

Disparities
in educational
status

The educational status of young people in South-
east Europe reflects a region with diverse lev-
els of academic engagement and participation.
While some countries show strong engagement
in higher and vocational education, others strug-
gle with high disengagement rates. Overall, the
data reveals that a substantial portion —33.9% —
of young people in the surveyed countries are
not engaged in any kind of education or training,
pointing to potential issues with educational ac-
cess or retention. They can be attributed to sever-
al factors. Economic barriers are a substantial is-
sue, as many families cannot afford to keep their
children in school or send them to study away
from their place of residence.

3. Young people and education



Additionally, inadequate infrastructure and limit-
ed access to quality educational resources further
exacerbate the problem. Rural areas, in particular,
often suffer from a lack of schools and qualified
teachers, leading to higher dropout rates.

Figure 3 shows that Montenegro, North Macedo-
nia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina exhibit relative-
ly high engagement in education programmes.
Montenegro has 32.5% of its young people in
(high) school or vocational school and 21.1% in un-
dergraduate programmes. North Macedonia also
performs well, with 28.4 % in secondary schools
and 25.4 % in undergraduate programmes. Bosnia
and Herzegovina shows 29 % participation in edu-
cational institutions at the secondary or vocation-
al level and 24 % in undergraduate programmes.
"A closer look reveals several underlying fac-
tors that may contribute to these high engage-
ment rates. For instance, both Montenegro and
North Macedonia have implemented various ed-
ucational reforms aimed at enhancing the qual-
ity of education and making it more accessible.
These reforms in Montenegro include moderniz-
ing curricula, improving teacher training, and in-
creasing investment in educational infrastructure.
The country has focused on digitalizing the edu-
cation system, building new school facilities, and
equipping schools with modern technologies to
improve inclusivity and quality. There are also tar-
geted programmes designed to reduce dropout
rates and encourage continuous learning among
students (UNICEF 2022; Eurydice 2022).

Slovenia and Greece show balanced education-
al engagement, with notable portions of their
young people in undergraduate and advanced
degree programmes. Slovenia, in particular,
stands out with 14.4 % of its young people pur-
suing master's or doctorate degrees, the highest
among the surveyed countries, and has a strong
emphasis on higher education and advanced
studies. This may be supported by comprehensive
education policies and substantial investment in
research and development. Greece, with 28 % of
its young people in undergraduate programmes,
also demonstrates robust participation in tertiary
education.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

This high level of engagement in higher educa-
tion is attributed to well-established universities,
government support for higher education, and
a cultural emphasis on academic achievement.
Greece's educational policies provide a conducive
environment for students to pursue higher edu-
cation, including financial aid programmes, schol-
arships and initiatives to improve the quality of
tertiary education.

Countries such as Bulgaria, Albania and Kosovo
exhibit high percentages of young people who
are not engaged in any educational programmes,
with figures of 42.4 %, 44.4 %, and 39.8 %, re-
spectively. Facing similar challenges — 39.6 % of
its young people are not engaged in education —
Croatia exhibits comparable trends. The Europe-
an Training Foundation (2023) emphasizes the
necessity of addressing these barriers through
policies that promote the recognition of non-for-
mal and informal learning, which can provide al-
ternative educational pathways for disadvan-
taged young people. According to the ETF report,
recognizing skills acquired outside the formal ed-
ucation system can help bridge the gap for those
unable to access traditional educational routes.
Meanwhile, young people in Tirkiye are en-
gaged in educational programmes: 38.8 % in sec-
ondary or vocational education, 25.2% as under-
graduate students, and 13 % in advanced degree
programmes. Although 16 % are not engaged in
education, this figure is lower than in other SEE
countries.

Higher education
trends in the SEE region

The overall average percentage of young peo-
ple engaged in higher education (‘tertiary educa-
tion’) across the twelve countries is 30.8 %. Figure
4 highlights regional disparities and shows higher
engagement rates in Turkiye, Greece and Monte-
negro. In contrast, lower engagement in countries
such as Kosovo and Serbia indicates areas in which
targeted interventions could help to improve ac-
cess to and quality of higher education.

3. Young people and education
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Fig.3 Current educational status of young people in SEE (in %)
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Fig.4 Proportion of young people with higher education across EU countries (in %)
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Turkiye with 38.2% and Greece with 37.5% lead as
regards youth engagement in tertiary education.
Both countries have a long history of universities
and educational institutions, which contributes
to higher engagement rates. Additionally, the so-
cio-economic benefits of higher education are
well recognized in these countries, encouraging
greater participation. Montenegro’s progress is
notable given its smaller size and economic chal-
lenges: it shows a high engagement rate at 35%,
and the country’s efforts to align with European
educational standards as part of its EU accession
process could also be a contributing factor. This
alignment includes both economic and political
reforms aimed at improving public administration,
reducing corruption and enhancing the business
environment. By integrating policies and practices
that enhance educational opportunities, Monte-
negro is not only working towards economic sta-
bility but also meeting political criteria necessary
for EU membership.

Other countries, such as Bosnia and Herzegovina,
North Macedonia, Slovenia and Albania, show an
average engagement rate of around 30 %, While
this indicates relatively healthy participation in
higher education, there remains room for im-
provement to achieve higher levels of education-
al engagement and access. For instance, Slovenia’s
historical emphasis on education and its relative-
ly stable economy probably support its higher ed-
ucation system. In Bosnia and Herzegovina and
North Macedonia, ongoing efforts to improve ed-
ucational infrastructure and access are reflected
in these moderate engagement rates. However,
Kosovo, Serbia and Croatia, exhibit lower engage-
ment in tertiary education. These countries, while
having robust educational traditions, are facing
economic constraints that limit higher education
engagement. Economic hardships, such as high
unemployment rates and limited public funding
for education, strain the capacity of these coun-
tries to provide accessible and high-quality educa-
tional opportunities. This results in lower partici-
pation rates and highlights the need for economic
reforms and increased investment in education.
Kosovo's lower engagement rate could be at-
tributed to its unique political and economic sit-
uation. Therefore, efforts to stabilize the political
situation and boost economic development are
critical for improving educational engagement.

Main takeaways

Countries with higher GDP per capita
m tend to report higher educational satisfac-

tion and engagement rates than those fac-
ing economic and political difficulties. Stable
economies provide better funding for educa-
tional infrastructure, resources and teacher
training, contributing to a more positive edu-
cational environment.

Approximately 33.9 % of young people
m in Southeast Europe are not engaged
in any form of education or training. This high
rate of disengagement points to significant
barriers, such as economic constraints, inade-
quate infrastructure and limited access to
quality educational resources.

Corruption remains a pervasive issue,

m undermining the quality and integrity of
education systems and manifests in various
forms, including bribery for grades, biased cur-
riculum development, and unfair allocation
of resources.

Croatia has seen increasing perceptions
m of corruption, whereas Slovenia and
Bulgaria show a slight improvement in trans-
parency.

Turkiye and Greece lead in youth engage-
m ment in higher education, supported by
well-established universities and government
policies.

6 While formal education is essential for

m developing critical thinking and civic
awareness, informal education becomes more
valuable for acquiring specific skills needed

for employment. Non-formal and informal
learning pathways, such as work experience,
volunteer activities and online courses, provide
alternative opportunities for young people.
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The main fears and concerns among young peo-
ple in SEE are predominantly socio-economic (see
chapter on Sociopolitical values, religion and trust
by Miran Lavri¢). The most frequent concern is the
bad health-care system (61.6 %), followed by the
fear of not having a job (55 %). It is worth noth-
ing that the proportion of young people sharing
this fear has risen by 10.3 % since the 2018 survey.
It is most common in Tirkiye (65.2 %), followed by
Albania (64.2 %) and Romania (62.8 %), falling to
"only” 41.6 % of young people in Bulgaria.

Evidently, the fear of unemployment is more pro-
nounced among women (54.5 %), urban youth
(53.9 %), and young people facing the worst so-
cial conditions, who express the highest level of
concern (62.5%). Furthermore, young people
with a higher education worry more frequently
about joblessness and unemployment. This con-
cern is particularly evident among undergradu-
ates (62.9 %).

Job insecurity or loss remain paramount concerns.
They emerge as the primary socio-political issues
for the next decade across the region and are
intricately linked to other factors, such as brain
drain, unemployment and corruption. Fears of
unemployment are most prevalent among young
people in Kosovo (69.6 %) and Bosnia and Herze-
govina (67.6 %).
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m Youth (un)employment

Indeed, the latter, followed by Romania (71 %), is
the first country to consider corruption the big-
gest issue (71%). On the other hand, Romania
shares the lowest fear of unemployment (42.5 %),
indicating broad and significant differences
among the countries.

Official youth unemployment sta-
tistics, unlike our findings, indicate

a more optimistic scenario in SEE,
showing a general trend of declining
unemployment across nearly all the
observed countries.

In contrast to our findings, official youth unem-
ployment statistics suggest a significantly more
optimistic situation in Southeast Europe (SEE), re-
flecting a general trend of decreasing unemploy-
ment in almost all the countries under observa-
tion (Figure 5). Compared with 2018, which we
consider our baseline, it has decreased in nearly
all the countries we investigated, with minor ex-
ceptions, such as Bulgaria (+0.9 %) and Romania
(+1.3%). It ranges from 9.9 % in Bulgaria to 28.6 %
in North Macedonia.

Fears of job loss are equally prevalent among
young people from countries with higher youth
unemployment rates (Albania and Bosnia and
Herzegovina), as well as those with slightly lower
rates (TUrkiye or Romania). On the other hand, ex-
cept for Bulgaria and Slovenia, the overall youth
unemployment rate in the region still exceeds the
EU average. Similarly, such trends reveal signifi-
cant differences among countries. First, it is nota-
ble how this trend in EU Member States averag-
es significantly lower (17.2 %) than in countries in
the region aspiring to join the EU (24.9 %). How-
ever, considering that the averages of only two
EU Member States fall below the overall EU av-
erage, it also points to significant internal dispar-
ities within the EU between its core and periph-
ery. This becomes even more noticeable when we
compare the slightly smaller differences between
the perceptions of employment status among EU
and non-EU countries (Figure 6).

4. Youth (un)employment
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Fig.5 Youth unemployment rates in SEE 2018-2023 (in %)

Age 15-29, % as a share of active population

Sources: All SEE countries except Kosovo — World Bank (modelled ILO estimate);
Kosovo — ESAP (last data available for 2022); EU 27 — OECD Youth unemployment rate/Eurostat.
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It is necessary to dig more deeply beneath the
youth unemployment statistics, which often over-
look precarious work or the impact of different
structural facets of employment or unemploy-
ment, to obtain a more comprehensive picture,
which is often missing in such qualitative gener-
alizations and simplifications.

General insight
into youth
(un)employment

The data offer an in-depth look at the employ-
ment status of individuals across various coun-
tries in SEE and neighbouring regions. The anal-
ysis covers a range of employment categories,
including people in occupational training, the
self-employed, and people with permanent con-
tracts for full-time or part-time jobs.

It also examines temporary employment, both
full-time and part-time, as well as individuals not
engaged in any job and not actively looking for
work, those who are actively seeking employ-
ment, and those with occasional jobs.

The 2024 data indicates a gender disparity in un-
employment rates and job-seeking behaviour.
Females are more likely to be unemployed than
males. Specifically, 60.1% of those not looking
for a job are female, compared with 39.5% male.
Similarly, 58 % of those actively seeking employ-
ment are female, while 41.8 % are male. Self-em-
ployment shows the most significant gender
disparity. Males constitute 63.4 % of the self-em-
ployed, while females make up only 36.4 %.

4. Youth (un)employment
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Perceptions of employment status across SEE countries (in %)

On a scale from 1 (‘'very bad’) to 5 (‘very good’), respondents were asked, among
other values, to rank the status of employment in their countries.

EU Member States

Non-EU Member States

Bulgaria 2.4 Albania 2.42
Croatia 2.36 Bosnia and Herzegovina 1.85
Greece 2.34 Kosovo 2.58

Romania 2.7 North Macedonia 2.00

Slovenia 2.89 Montenegro 2.53

Serbia 229
Turkiye 243

This difference highlights the challenges wom-
en face in business endeavours, including access
to funding, networks and business support ser-
vices. Additionally, educational data reveal that
while a higher percentage of females (53.7 %) are
engaged in secondary and vocational education
than males (46.3 %), fewer women pursue ad-
vanced degrees. Men represent 55 % of the stu-
dents in MA or doctoral programmes, highlight-
ing a gender gap that potentially limits women’s
opportunities in higher-paying and more stable
job markets.

While structural reasons such as patriarchal
norms and conservative societal attitudes con-
tribute significantly to gender disparities, addi-
tional factors are also at play. Women are more
likely to pursue degrees in fields such as educa-
tion, health care and the humanities, which, al-
though essential, tend to be less remunerative
and less in demand in the labour market com-
pared with fields predominantly chosen by men,
such as engineering and technology. This inclina-
tion towards less market-demanded professions
further exacerbates the gender gap in employ-
ment and income. The 2023 Report on Gender
Equality in the EU further supports these findings,
noting that these educational and professional
choices are significant factors in the persistent
gender disparities observed in the labour market.

Some countries have shown improvements in sta-
ble employment, particularly an increase in per-
manent contracts. Bulgaria and Romania, for
example, have made significant strides in this
area. In Bulgaria, the percentage of young peo-
ple working on permanent contracts increased
by 25.8 %, and in Romania by 5.4 % These coun-
tries have benefited from EU membership, which
has contributed to stronger labour market reg-
ulations and better job opportunities. How-
ever, the improvement in terms of permanent
employment has often come at the expense of
non-standard work, which has decreased signif-
icantly, suggesting a shift towards more stable
and long-term employment arrangements.

Young people with full-time permanent jobs
largely do not engage in ongoing education;
57 % are not involved in any educational activi-
ties. However, 8.1% are still in school, high school,
or vocational school, and 13.7 % are undergrad-
uates. A notable 12.7 % are pursuing advanced
degrees, and 8.5 % are engaged in other forms
of education or training. This shows that while
a majority are likely to have completed their for-
mal education, a significant portion continue to
advance their qualifications alongside their full-
time employment.

4. Youth (un)employment
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Fig.7 Employment status of young people in SEE (in %)
Ages 15-29
lamin I have no job and 1 have no job. I have a I do
occupational lam I am currently not but I am actively permanent non-standard

training self-employed looking for a job looking for a job contract work
2024 21 8.1 21.2 21.0 23.6 241

Albania
2018 3.9 0.9 0.7 4.1 71.9 185
. 2024 3.0 2.7 20.2 325 155 26.1

Bosnia and
Herzegovina  54g 6.6 13 14 33 63.1 246
2024 3.2 6.2 123 20.1 423 15.9

Bulgaria
2018 4.7 15 1.1 35 165 72.6
2024 17 5.4 155 114 40.9 25.2

Croatia
2018 45 1.8 0.7 0.7 478 44.7
Greece 2024 2.6 7.0 19.6 234 26.3 211
2024 25 73 383 17.2 14.2 205

Kosovo
2018 2.0 14 0.6 4.6 791 123
2024 3.4 43 29.7 153 148 324

Montenegro
2018 8.6 33 4.8 4.3 45.1 336
North 2024 12.0 45 193 20.2 22,9 211
Macedonia ;g 7.9 7.8 14 46 49.1 292
2024 83 53 10.2 216 417 128

Romania
2018 3.9 0.9 6.6 3.8 36.3 48.6
2024 18 6.4 16.1 304 24.1 21.2

Serbia
2018 8.4 4.1 3.2 4.1 483 31.9
2024 2.1 53 11.0 17.2 36.6 278

Slovenia
2018 14.1 24 33 2.6 49.8 278
Tarkiye 2024 8.3 72 214 128 36.1 145
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Youth unemployment remains high in countries
such as Kosovo, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na and Montenegro. In these countries, a signif-
icant percentage of young people are still either
not actively looking for work or are actively seek-
ing employment. For instance, in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, 20.2% are not looking for a job, and
32.5% are actively looking. Similarly, in Montene-
gro, 29.7% of young people are not looking for a
job, and 15.3 % are actively seeking employment.

Several countries display mixed trends, with both
improvements and declines in different areas.
Kosovo and Croatia, for example, have seen in-
creases in youth unemployment, but also shifts
in employment types. Croatia experienced an in-
crease in young people not seeking work of 14.8 %
and of those actively seeking employment by
10.7 %, alongside a decline in permanent employ-
ment by 6.9 %, reflecting the challenges of eco-
nomic recovery and labour market stabilization.

4. Youth (un)employment



26

Young people who are unemployed, whether ac-
tively seeking work or not, exhibit varying degrees
of financial hardship. Among those actively look-
ing for a job, 11.4 % report not having enough
money for basic bills and food, highlighting severe
economic distress. An additional 15.9 % can cover
basic bills and food but struggle to afford clothes
and shoes, while 28.6 % can afford food, clothes,
and shoes but cannot afford more expensive
items, such as household appliances. This group
is followed closely by 33 % who can afford some
expensive items but not major purchases such as
a car or a flat. Only 11 % of job seekers report be-
ing able to afford whatever they need for a good
living standard, indicating a minority with relative
financial stability. Similarly, those not looking for
a job face financial challenges. The largest group,
30.9 %, can afford food, clothes, and shoes but not
expensive items, and 41% can buy some more ex-
pensive things but not major purchases. A nota-
ble 13.5% report being able to afford a good living
standard, suggesting that even among the unem-
ployed, a small portion maintains financial secu-
rity, possibly due to support from family, savings
or other social safety nets that provide a cushion.

A notable portion of unemployed young people
actively seeking jobs are still engaged in some
form of education. Specifically, 23 % are in school,
high school or vocational school, and 28 % are
undergraduates. A smaller percentage, 7.1%, are
pursuing advanced degrees, and 6.4 % are en-
rolled in other forms of education or training.
This distribution suggests that many young peo-
ple are in a transitional phase, completing their
education while seeking employment, and high-
lights the challenges of integrating into the work-
force immediately after or during their studies.
Among those not looking for a job, a substantial
52.8 % are still in school, high school, or vocation-
al school, showing that their focus is on complet-
ing their education before entering the job mar-
ket.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

The participation of young people in occupation-
al training programmes varies across the region.
North Macedonia has seen an increase in youth
engagement in occupational training, rising by
4.1%, suggesting efforts to enhance skill develop-
ment in response to rising unemployment rates.
On the other hand, Montenegro has experienced
a decline of 5.2% in occupational training partic-
ipation.

The precarious generation:
overeducated but
professionally misplaced

The data reveal further disparities in relation to
whether young individuals are working in the
jobs for which they trained (Figure 8). Here, we
focus on two types: skills mismatch between the
education system and the labour market, and
work in or outside the profession young people
were trained or educated for as the first, and over-
and under-education as the second dimension.

Some countries show relatively close alignment
between education and employment, with a sig-
nificant percentage of young people working in
their trained professions. In Turkiye, over half of
young people (51.2 %) work in their trained pro-
fession, demonstrating a strong match between
educational qualifications and job market needs.
Slovenia also shows positive trends, with 41.5 %
of young people working in their trained pro-
fession in 2024, up from 34.6 % in 2018. Similar-
ly, Croatia has shown slight progress, with 37.1%
in 2024, up from 36.5% in 2018, and Greece ex-
hibits a stable trend, with 37.7% of young peo-
ple working in their trained profession in 2024.
On the other hand, several countries exhibit a
lack of alignment between education and em-
ployment. For example, in Bosnia and Herzego-
vina, the percentage of young people working
in their trained profession has decreased from
36.6 % in 2018 to 28.9 % in 2024. Bulgaria shows a
similar decline, while Serbia has experienced the
most pronounced mismatch, with only 20.7 % of
young people working in their trained profession
in 2024.
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Fig.8 Alignment of education/training with employment among young people in SEE (in %)

Do you currently work in a job within your profession
(one that you have been trained/educated for)? Ages 15-29

| haven’t been trained I work in a job quite No, I do not work in Yes, | work
for any profession close to my profession my profession in my profession

2024 163 18.1 27.8 378

Albania
2018 14.2 11.7 47.7 263
. 2024 3.5 15.6 52.0 28.9

Bosnia and
Herzegovina  54g 24 124 486 366
2024 10.2 17.8 50.1 21.9

Bulgaria
2018 0.4 46.1 18.2 353
2024 5.5 21.2 36.2 374

Croatia
2018 2.1 25.2 36.1 365
Greece 2024 4.8 22.2 35.2 377
2024 7.2 15.9 503 26.7

Kosovo
2018 4.6 9.1 53.9 324
2024 4.9 128 42.0 40.3

Montenegro
2018 3.6 11.8 44.4 40.2
North 2024 7.4 14.7 46.6 314
Macedonia ;g 103 201 427 26.9
2024 5.0 23.0 31.7 40.2

Romania
2018 14.0 18.6 36.0 314
2024 6.0 10.7 62.7 20.7

Serbia
2018 13 15.0 54.5 291
2024 3.8 153 393 415

Slovenia
2018 10.8 12.0 426 346
Tuarkiye 2024 6.9 175 24.4 51.2

Countries such as Montenegro, North Macedonia  North Macedonia shows an improvement, with
and Kosovo exhibit contrasted trends, with slight  31.4 % of young people working in their trained
improvements in some areas, but persistent chal- profession in 2024, up from 26.9 % in 2018, but
lenges overall. In Montenegro, 40.3% of young  46.6 % still face a skills mismatch. In Kosovo, there
people work in their trained profession in 2024,a  has been a decrease, with only 26.7 % of young
slight improvement from 40.2% in 2018, though  people working in their trained profession in
42 % do not work in their trained field. 2024, compared with 32.4 % in 2018.
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Young people with permanent full-time contracts
show a relatively close alignment with the pro-
fessions they trained for. Specifically, 43.6 % of
individuals in this category work in their trained
profession, while 18.6 % work in jobs quite close
to their profession. Those with permanent part-
time contracts exhibit a more diverse distribution,
with 26.8 % working in their trained profession
and another 25.4 % working in jobs quite close
to their profession. Young people with temporary
part-time contracts face even greater challeng-
es in finding work within their professions. Only
23.3% are employed in their trained profession,
while 25.7 % hold positions that are somewhat re-
lated to their field of study. A notable 41.9 % work
in areas completely unrelated to their training,
and 9% have not received any professional train-
ing at all. Overall, self-employed young people in
SEE show a relatively close alignment with their
trained professions, with 36.5 % working in their
trained field, while those engaged in occasional
jobs experience the highest level of misalignment.
A mere 15 % work in their trained profession, with
13.6 % in jobs quite close to their profession.

While Albania and Romania show positive trends,
countries such as Bosnia and Herzegovina, Koso-
vo, and Serbia face growing mismatches, in the
sense that highly educated young people are be-
ing forced to take jobs that do not require their
level of education or for which they have not
been trained. This also applies to those working
in professions they were trained or educated for.
Although the findings at regional level indicate
that more than half of young people currently
work in a job that is in line with their formal ed-
ucation, there has been a declining trend in such
employment matches in comparison with the
2018 survey. In 2024, the share of overeducated
young people is higher, indicating an increasing
number working in jobs that require a lower lev-
el of formal education. This trend is most evident
in Serbia, Turkiye and Bosnia and Herzegovina,
with the largest increases observed in countries
characterized by lower rates of unemployment
and permanent contracts, such as Bulgaria and
Croatia. These countries also exhibit the highest
levels of non-standard employment in the region
(Figure 9).

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

On the other hand, as in the previous research
wave, undereducation remains a less common
problem. With the exception of Kosovo and Alba-
nia, however, there has been an overall increase
across the region, with the highest rates found in
countries at both extremes with regard to youth
unemployment rates, namely North Macedonia
(16.9 %) and Bulgaria (16.6 %).

This misalignment between education and em-
ployment, both on the periphery and in the core
economies, reflects not only structural inefficien-
cies in the labour market, which may have a nega-
tive impact on overall economic performance (ILO
2014, 5), but also the inherent contradictions of
capitalist economies (cf. Fraser 2023; Peovi¢ 2021;
Harvey 2005). Profit-oriented markets, pursuing
short-term gains at the expense of long-term sus-
tainability, give rise to a surplus of overeducat-
ed people, who as a result of underemployment
are exploited with precarious, often inhumane la-
bour conditions. With reduced levels of motiva-
tion and job satisfaction, labour alienation occurs,
as workers are disconnected from meaningful use
of their skills and subjected to the whims of mar-
ket demands rather than able to satisfy human
needs. On top of this, employers are increasing-
ly rethinking whether they need college degrees
in favour of skills and experience, which further
complicates the employment landscape for grad-
uates (Hufford 2022). Furthermore, the rise of the
gig economy, characterized by short-term con-
tracts, freelance work and temporary positions,
means that stable, well-paying jobs that match
the qualifications and aspirations of highly edu-
cated individuals are in short supply (cf. Hedges
2018; Scholz 2017; Grey 2015).

Although precarious work isn’t new —rather it re-
flects capitalism’s fundamental mechanisms (Car-
bonell 2020) — it is difficult to establish a univer-
sal definition that could encompass every form
of work that entails some type of insecurity
(Starcevic¢ 2014). Thus, we will follow the defini-
tion popularized by Guy Standing, who describes
the precariat as a mass class of exploited workers
formed in the neoliberal labour market, subject
to unstable labour arrangements, lack of identity
and erosion of rights (Standing 2011).

4. Youth (un)employment
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As seen in the survey, over half of the region’s
overeducated young people are working precar-
iously and part-time on permanent contracts, or
on temporary contracts in full- or part-time posi-
tions, or in occasional jobs, while 67.5 % are not
employed in the fields for which they are educat-
ed (Figure 10). This trend is common across the re-
gion, except in Turkiye, where most overeducat-
ed individuals (38.9 %) work within their field. In
Serbia, the highest share of overeducated young
people (83.2%) work outside their professions,
followed by Kosovo (81.7 %) and Bosnia and Her-
zegovina (73.1%). Conversely, North Macedonia
has the highest share of overeducated young
people working precariously (70.3 %), followed
by Bosnia and Herzegovina (67.2 %) and Kosovo
(62.2%). In contrast, overeducated young people
in Romania, Slovenia and Turkiye typically hold
permanent, full-time positions.

Analysis at the regional level shows that, over-
all, jobs requiring a lower level of formal educa-
tion than the worker’s qualifications appear to be
most prevalent among older urban males.! From
2018 to 2024, the proportion of overeducated in-
dividuals in occasional jobs decreased from 58.2 %
to 43.6 %, while undereducated individuals occu-
pied only 10.4 % of such positions. Still, the signif-
icant presence of non-standard work and the pre-
dominance of freelance positions underscores a
broader trend of precarious employment among
young people in the SEE region, leading to over-
all job instability and insecurity.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Moreover, it is important to consider self-em-
ployed workers, freelancers and others in simi-
lar positions as precarious (Conen and Schippers
2019; Fudge and Rosemary 2006), often subordi-
nated and self-exploited, while being forced to
sell their labour to different companies without
basic workers' rights, such as contracts, statutory
annual leave, fixed working time or salary. Con-
sidering that their precarity is often obscured by
pro-market advocates using such terms as “mo-
bility” and “flexibility”, we did not categorize the
self-employed as part of the precariatin our anal-
ysis, aiming to empirically highlight the similari-
ties of their working conditions with the rest of
the precariat class.

Although concerns about joblessness are most
pronounced among precarious, overeducated
young people working outside their field of ex-
pertise, the data reveal that those with permanent
full-time contracts working in their profession and
in accordance with their education (Figure 11) are
also worried. Across countries, this trend is par-
ticularly notable among permanent, fully em-
ployed young people in Romania and the vast ma-
jority of professionals working within their own
fields in Albania, Turkiye and Greece. These three
countries also show the highest levels of concern
among young people working in their profession
and in accordance with their educational qualifi-
cations. Interestingly, only in Kosovo and Monte-
negro are fears of joblessness among young peo-
ple working in their field higher than among the
overeducated.

Fig. 10 Over-educated young people in SEE, by employment status and working field (in %)

Ages 15-29

Young people with jobs that require
a lower level of formal education than theirs

Don’t work in their profession 67.5
Precarious workers* 513

Permanent contract, full-time job 39.1
Work in their profession 16.6

* Non-standard part-time under permanent contracts,

temporary contracts for full or part-time positions, or occasional jobs.
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Fig. 11

Independent but concerned: the voices of young people in Southeast Europe

Job (in)security among young people in SEE (in %)

Share of respondents who fear having no job ‘a lot’and view unemployment as the
biggest issue for their country in the next decade. Ages 15-29

Note: The percentage of respondents choosing the answer “A lot” when asked “To what extent are you frightened
or concerned in relation to the following? — Having no job”, and choosing “Unemployment” as the answer to
the question “Which of the following do you think will be the biggest issues facing your country in the next decade?”

Fear having no job

Unemployment is the
biggest issue of the decade

Self-employed 471 62.9

Don’t work in their profession 54.3 62.3
Over-educated 56.4 61.2

Precarious workers 55.2 573

In line with their achieved

level of education i >6.1

Permanent contract, full-time job 525 55.7
Work in their profession 53.6 55.3
Under-educated 47.2 50.6

On the other hand, concerns among precarious
young people about not having a job are predom-
inant in ten out of the twelve countries surveyed.
Statistical analysis shows that the fear seems to be
more prevalent in non-EU countries such as Alba-
nia, Tirkiye and Kosovo than in EU Member States.
But while this issue is less statistically pronounced

among precarious young people in Croatia, Slove-
nia and Bulgaria, it remains a significant concern.

Concerns about joblessness are pre-
dominant among precarious young
people in ten out of twelve sur-
veyed countries. Statistical analysis
reveals that this fear is more pro-
nounced in non-EU countries such as
Albania, Tiirkiye and Kosovo than

in EU Member States.

Additionally, the fear of unemployment is most
acute among 75 % of those whose current work
requires a lower level of formal education, with
the highest levels observed in Albania, Romania
and Turkiye.

While the self-employed may not currently fear
joblessness as intensely, a significant majority
view it as the biggest issue for the coming dec-
ade, indicating a long-term concern about job se-
curity. Only in North Macedonia are the self-em-
ployed most in fear of joblessness compared with
other employment statuses. When asked to iden-
tify the most pressing challenges for the next dec-
ade, however, self-employed young people in
eight out of the 12 countries cited unemployment
as their primary concern. As the data show, the
highest levels of concern are in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, Kosovo and Greece. Bosnia and Herze-
govina and Kosovo also have the highest propor-
tions of people expressing worries about future
job security among the overeducated and those
working outside their professions.
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The role of expertise,
influence and politics in
youth employment

While statistical analysis highlights significant
trends, it doesn’t capture the full extent of job in-
stability caused by polywork and second jobs. Nor
does it address the trend of frequent job chang-
es. As a result we have an inadequate understand-
ing of the challenges faced by young workers and
among young people seeking stable employment
in general.? In stark contrast to the pro-market
and libertarian narrative that assumes that Millen-
nials or members of Generation Z need to change
jobs and professions more frequently, seeing it as
a desirable future characteristic of work, the glob-
al rise of the gig economy, ever more temporary
jobs overall, part-time and second jobs are more
of an existential necessity as young people strug-
gle to make ends meet rather than a result of self-
choice, self-creativity or efforts to improve skills (cf.
Berger 2024; Strauss and Moscrop 2023; Kiderlin
2023). This trend is also evident in global peripher-
ies such as SEE, where young people, in contrast to
an overall during the past six years, actually show
general support for a strong welfare state and a
need for more stable jobs due to their fear of be-
ing unemployed. These factors usually positively
correlate with migration, trust in institutions and,
politically, with support for a strong leader.

Apart from the self-employed, the desire to emi-
grate has increased in 2024 compared with 2018
across all employment statuses. Among the em-
ployed, 29.6 % of young people engaged in some
form of precarious work show a strong desire to
leave the country, particularly those with tem-
porary contracts for part-time jobs (33.8 %) com-
pared with those in permanent full-time posi-
tions (22.9 %). Similar ambitions are seen among
29 % of overeducated and 30.3 % of underedu-
cated individuals, compared with 23.3 % of those
adequately matched to their jobs. This desire is
consistent across all observed groups, with more
significant differences apparent across countries
(see Chapter on Migration by Dragan Stanojevic).

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

There is a weak but positive correlation between
fear of having no job and trust in national insti-
tutions, such as parliament, government, or even
political parties. This reflects a reliance on govern-
mental and political institutions for job security or
economic stability. Also, a positive correlation may
be discerned between fear of unemployment and
favourable opinions toward democracy. For exam-
ple, 62 % of those who fear not having a job agree
that democracy is a good form of government in
general. Seen possibly as a safeguard against eco-
nomic instability, those with higher levels of fear
of joblessness share a stronger belief in democra-
cy as a favourable political system. However, with
41.6 % in favour, there is also a weak but positive
correlation between fear of unemployment and
support for a strong leader. This suggests that
while fear of unemployment may increase sup-
port for democracy, it may also foster support for
authoritarian leadership, indicating the possibili-
ty of adverse perceptions of leadership in times of
economic uncertainty. On the other hand, a low-
er level of trust in governmental and political insti-
tutions’ ability to address economic challenges ef-
fectively is observed among those among whom
unemployment is a persistent fear. With weak
support for democracy, the ongoing fear of un-
employment may lead to greater support for au-
thoritarian leadership, regarded as more capable
of tackling economic challenges decisively.

When it comes to protecting workers’ rights,
trade unions do not enjoy significant trust among
young people in the region. Only 15.6 % of young
people in SEE shared trust in trade unions, with
the highest levels among those who have a per-
manent contract and a full-time job (23.1%). Ad-
ditionally, only 10 % of respondents who stated
they are in some form of employment are union
members, of whom 51.6 % hold permanent, full-
time positions. Beyond general mistrust, which
also stems from an association between unions
and the interests of the government or employ-
ers, together with a general passivity inherited
from the socialist era, this also points to the chal-
lenges facing union organizing in the private sec-
tor and a lack of awareness about unionization
among precarious and self-employed workers.
The data reveal that only 18.8 % of the employed
are willing to join a union, 25.4 % of whom hold
permanent, part-time positions.

4. Youth (un)employment
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Despite the prevalence of non-standard, pre-
carious work, the previous FES youth surveys re-
vealed that young people in the ten SEE countries
under examination are mostly satisfied with their
jobs (Jusi¢ 2018, 32). These findings of job satisfac-
tion can be partly explained, on one hand, by the
seemingly paradoxical, simultaneous and perva-
sive fear of unemployment, which is equally pres-
ent among permanently, fully-employed young
people. This fear makes young people willing to
accept any job, often in an awareness not only of
the invisible hand of “market forces” but also of
the structural and political dynamics that prevail
within the labour market.

These insights are in line with recent debates on
the rise of illiberal politics in SEE and the consol-
idation of informal political power by the ruling
political and economic elites through the cap-
ture of state institutions via clientelist networks —
in both the public and private sectors — lead-
ing to the overall capture of societies (cf. Fiket
et al. 2024; Hasanovi¢ et al. 2024; Cveticanin et
al. 2023; Kapidzi¢ 2020; Lavri¢ and Bieber 2020;
Radelji¢ and Bordevi¢ 2020). Given the low aver-
age self-perception of economic welfare and em-
ployment, together with overall pessimism about
the future of their societies and rising fears and
concerns about various sociopolitical issues — cor-
ruption and unemployment in the first place — it
is unsurprising that these factors also influence
youth perceptions with regard to finding a job.

In comparison to the previous 2018 survey, there
has been a notable decline in the perceived im-
portance of various factors in finding a job among
young people, including both merit-based and
non-merit-based factors. On average, young peo-
ple in the region still see expertise as the most
important factor in finding a job in their coun-
try (Myg,4 = 3.5, down from M, = 4.2). However,
these trends vary significantly across countries, in
which we can observe a variety of dynamics (Fig-
ure 12).

The data reveals a dichotomy between countries
that prioritize merit-based factors, such as job ex-
pertise or experience from abroad, and those in
which non-merit-based connections and political
affiliations are more significant. Connections with
people in power are also highly valued, ranked
second in the region (M,,, = 3.4). However, the
overall importance of network-based or political-
ly influenced employment practices — such as ties
with influential people and party membership —
over meritocratic principles highlight broader so-
cio-political dynamics separating young people in
EU and non-EU countries.

Precarious workers show a stronger
desire to leave the country, with a
share of 33.8 %, compared with 22.9 %
of those in permanent full-time
positions.

Thus, in Slovenia and Greece, job expertise is pri-
oritized over connections with people in pow-
er, which, by contrast, seems crucial for young
people in Kosovo and Tirkiye when finding a
job. However, differences also exist among EU
Member States. Although young people in Bul-
garia and Slovenia attach the lowest importance
to connections with people in power, more than
half of young people in Croatia highlight their im-
portance for employment. Meanwhile, for young
people in Romania, influential connections are
more important than expertise, which is seen as
the least important factor in finding a job among
all the observed countries. Expertise also appears
to be least important for young people in coun-
tries such as Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and
North Macedonia.

4. Youth (un)employment
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Also interesting is the overall difference in the
perceived importance of different factors within
each country. In countries such as Kosovo, Bos-
nia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, or Serbia,
everything seems equally important, compared
with other countries, such as Bulgaria, Slovenia
or Montenegro, where one factor is prioritized
over others.

While the focus on meritocracy can be consid-
ered desirable, it is important to note that exper-
tise also shows a positive correlation with the fear
of unemployment. This apparent contradiction
can be explained by the fact that if young peo-
ple are employed, even permanently, they might
fear unemployment due to the perception that
their skills and expertise might not be sufficient,
which can undermine confidence in their job se-
curity. Thus, securing future employment might
be seen as possible through political or other in-
fluential connections. On the other hand, reliance
on personal connections, especially in countries
where it is valued more highly than merit, can ex-
acerbate a sense of job insecurity among young
people. This perception may lead them to believe
that the sustainability of their employment op-
portunities depends more on maintaining exter-
nal connections and relationships than on indi-
vidual skills or competence.

In line with findings from the last survey, par-
ty membership and affiliation continue to play
a significant role in finding employment across
the region, mostly in non-EU and WB6 countries.
With the highest levels of concern about future
job security among the overeducated and those
working outside their profession, young people
in Kosovo and Bosnia and Herzegovina also val-
ue party membership most when it comes to em-
ployment, in contrast to young people in Bulgaria
or Slovenia, who rank it as less important.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

In nine out of ten countries for which we have
comparable data, however, this influence has de-
creased (M,g,, = 2.8) in contrast to previous find-
ings (M,y,5 = 3.4). Kosovo is the sole exception,
registering an increase from 57 % in 2018 to 64 %
in 2024. Except in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where
the impact of party membership aligns with per-
sonal connections, it is not a dominant factor
elsewhere. A noteworthy change can be seen in
Croatia, however, which previously was among
the bottom quartile of states in the ranking and
has now risen, while Montenegro has gone in the
opposite direction.

The overall impact of party membership on find-
ing employment is also evident in terms of a pos-
itive correlation with working for a party or po-
litical group. Analysis shows that at the regional
level 23.8 % of unemployed persons have worked
for a political party or political group, while 27.9 %
of permanent, full-time employed young people
share the same experience. Looking at individual
countries, it is indicative to see, for instance, that
36.4 % of unemployed young people in Koso-
vo have participated in political party or politi-
cal group activities. A notable share — 41.7 % — of
permanently employed young people in Croatia
have been involved in the same activities, sug-
gesting that despite the polarization among EU
and non-EU countries in terms of the importance
of merit-based or non-merit-based factors, polit-
ical parties remain well positioned as important
employers and guarantors of job security.

4. Youth (un)employment
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Fig. 12
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Young people’s views on important factors for finding a job in SEE (in %)

How important are the following factors when it comes to finding
a job for a young person in your country?
Share of ‘mostly agree’ and ‘completely agree’ answers

@ Party membership

{ Connections with
people in power

< Job expertise

I
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Main takeaways

A significant proportion of young people
= with full-time permanent jobs continue
to pursue further education. Balancing work
with ongoing studies, these young individuals
aim to enhance their skills and qualifications,
indicating a commitment to lifelong learning
and professional development.

There are notable gender disparities in

m unemployment and job-seeking behav-
iour. Women are more likely to be unemployed
and face greater challenges in self-employ-
ment compared with men due to structur-
al factors such as patriarchal norms, but also
educational dynamics, such as a tendency to
pursue social sciences and humanities.

3.Every second respondent stated that they
are currently employed in a position in line
with their formal education, but there is a dis-
cernible decline in this trend compared with
the previous survey.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Most respondents stated that they are
m currently employed in a position in
line with their formal education, but there is
a discernible decline in this trend compared
with the previous survey.

Precarious employment is the predomi-

= nant mode of employment among young
people in the SEE region, reflecting overall job
instability and insecurity. As the survey shows,
there is a significant proportion of non-stand-
ard and freelance work, with overeducated
individuals accounting for 43.6 % of occasional
jobs and undereducated individuals account-
ing for 10.4 %.

Young people in the region still see qual-

m ifications and expertise as the most im-
portant factor in finding a job in their country,
making it the highest-ranked factor. However,
the data reveal a dichotomy separating young
people in EU Member States, who prioritize
merit-based factors such as job expertise, and
those from non-EU countries, where non-mer-
it-based connections and political affiliations
are more significant.

Consistent with the last wave of the
m survey, party membership and affiliation
remain significant factors in securing employ-
ment across the region, especially in non-EU
and WB6 countries. In nine out of ten coun-
tries with comparable data, however, this in-
fluence has decreased.

4. Youth (un)employment
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Sociopolitical values,

not only because they directly influence their so-
cial and political behaviour, but also because they
serve as strong predictors of their future values,
attitudes and behaviours. In other words, they
provide insight into a generation, that is, a group
defined by specific historical circumstances that
develops its own unique worldview, set of values
and behavioural patterns (Mannheim 1952).

The previous wave of FES youth surveys conduct-
ed in ten countries of Southeast Europe (Lavric,
Tomanovi¢, and Jusi¢ 2019) revealed a genera-
tion that was quite optimistic and very pro-Euro-
pean. The European Union was associated large-
ly with positive attributes across various domains,
particularly regarding employment and economic
welfare. Conversely, young people expressed sig-
nificant dissatisfaction with the state of democra-
cy in their home countries and exhibited very low
levels of trust in their national institutions. The
study also highlighted a notable presence of eth-
nonationalism in some countries, while religion
(still) played an important role in young people’s
lives in most countries. Importantly, the research
found overwhelming support for a strong wel-
fare state.

m religion and trust

Miran Lavri¢ Young people’s values and attitudes are crucial

Support for a strong
welfare state and
personal autonomy

According to data collected in 2024, there has
been a pronounced and nearly universal de-
cline in support for a strong welfare state over
the past six years. For example, in the ten coun-
tries that were part of the 2018 FES youth study,
56.9 % of young people fully agreed that the in-
comes of the poor and the rich should be made
more equal. By 2024, this share had fallen to only
38.3 %, while the proportion of those strongly op-
posing this idea doubled from 4 % to 8 %. Simi-
lar trends are observed with regard to two other
statements measuring support for a strong wel-
fare state: "Government ownership of business
and industry should be increased” and “Govern-
ment should take more responsibility to ensure
that everyone is provided for”. These three items
were combined into a single variable “Support for
a strong welfare state”, in line with the conceptu-
alization by Lavric et al. (2019).

It should be emphasized that the general level of
support for a strong welfare state remains very
high. For example, in the twelve countries sur-
veyed in 2024, 79.3 % of young people still be-
lieve that their government should take more re-
sponsibility to ensure that everyone is provided
for. Thus, while young people in the region might
have become somewhat disillusioned with the
idea of a strong welfare state, it is crucial to re-
member that support for welfarism remains very
high among young people across the region.

The analyses also revealed a notable parallel
trend in attitudes towards sexual orientation
and reproductive practices. Specifically, there has
been a significant increase in acceptance of abor-
tion and homosexuality among young people in
nine out of ten countries surveyed in both rounds.
For instance, at the level of all ten countries as
many as 36.8 % of young people considered abor-
tion as never justifiable in 2018, whereas by 2024,
this percentage had decreased to 22.8 %. Again,
three indicators measuring these attitudes were
consolidated into a single variable labelled “Indi-
vidual-choice norms”.3

5. Sociopolitical values, religion and trust
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Fig. 13
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Support for a strong welfare state and individual-choice norms among young people in SEE
Mean values on a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always), 2024 and 2018*
*Answers were collected on a scale of 1-10 and regrouped to 1-5
2024 2018
Slovenia
Slovenia Greece
Croatia / Romania
Bulgaria Croatia
Serbia Bulgaria
Serbia
Montenegro
Bosnia-Herzegovina
North Macedonia Tarkiye Romania
Albania
North Macedonia Montenegro
Kosovo Bosnia-Herzegovina
Albania
Kosovo
3.5 3.6 3.7 3.8 3.9 4.0 4.1 4.2 4.3 4.4

Support for a strong welfare state

At first glance, Figure 13 reveals a very strong neg-  As shown in Figure 13, virtually all countries moved
ative correlation (r =-0.742, p < 0.001) between towards the libertarian corner between 2018 and
the two observed concepts. Notably, this corre- 2024. The crucial finding is that the political val-
lation remains robustly negative even when the ues of young people in the region are trending
analysis is restricted to either of the two observed  away from authoritarian welfarism and towards
years, 2018 or 2024. From the perspective of polit- libertarianism. The change is smallest in Slovenia,
ical theory, the upper left corner of the graph can  which already had the most libertarian young
be denoted “libertarian”, combining low support people in 2018. In contrast, the most significant
for a welfare state with strong support for indi- changes are observed in countries that were the
vidual autonomy. Conversely, the lower right cor- least libertarian, particularly Romania, Bosnia and
ner indicates “authoritarian welfarism”, a political Herzegovina, Montenegro, and Albania.
orientation characterized by strong support for a
welfare state and reduced emphasis on individu-
al autonomy.

Although the general level of
support for a welfare state remains
very high, the political values of
young people in the region are trend-
ing away from authoritarian wel-
farism and towards libertarianism.

This qualification is further supported by the data,
where our central measure of political author-
itarianism* at the country level correlates posi-
tively with support for a welfare state (r = 0.764,
p < 0.001) and negatively with individual-choice
norms (r=-0.623, p < 0.01).
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The extent of these changes was slightly more
pronounced among young people from lower
strata in terms of economic status, especially in
relation to individual-choice norms. However, the
differences were rather small, and the change oc-
curred in the libertarian direction across all stra-
ta. Furthermore, this shift was largely independ-
ent of gender, age or type of residence, making
it virtually universal across all socio-demograph-
ic subgroups.

It is important to note that the shift towards in-
dividual-choice norms does not necessarily co-
incide with efforts to ensure more rights for the
LGBTQIA+ community. In fact, our data suggest
that youth opinion on this issue is trending in the
opposite direction. Specifically, in the ten coun-
tries where we can compare data from 2018 and
2024, the share of young people who believe that
members of the LGBTQIA+ community “have too
many rights” has increased sharply, from 25.2% to
37.5%. Moreover, this shift was consistent across
all ten countries.

How can this apparent contradiction be ex-
plained? One possible explanation is that while
young people increasingly support freedom
of choice, including in terms of sexual orienta-
tion, many also disapprove of granting special
attention and rights to members of the LGBT-
QIA+ community. Our data at least partially sup-
port this notion, showing that the share of those
who believe LGBTQIA+ members have “too many
rights” has increased even among those who are
generally very tolerant towards homosexuality.

Another part of the answer lies in the fact that
this shift in opinions about LGBTQIA+ rights was
most pronounced among young people who
identify as far-right and those who consider ho-
mosexuality as never justifiable. The core of this
explanation is that the conservative turn is not
manifested in decreased tolerance of homosex-
uality in everyday life, but rather in opposition to
public and political issues related to LGBTQIA+
rights. In a broader sense, this disproportionate
shift on the far-right can be understood in terms
of ideological polarization.

Some young people, particularly boys or young
men according to our data, are becoming ex-
tremely conservative, probably in reaction to rap-
id progressive cultural changes. This explanation
aligns with Ronald Inglehart’s (2021) reasoning,
which connects such polarization trends to sec-
ularization. Therefore, it makes sense to examine
secularization trends within our national samples.

The declining
role of religion

According to the results presented in Figure 14,
we can confirm significant secularization ten-
dencies in at least eight out of ten countries with
comparable data for 2018. In all ten countries, the
share of non-religious young people — those who
do not attend religious services and/or do not be-
long to any religious community — has increased.
In most countries, there was a parallel decrease
in the share of regular attenders. The only excep-
tions are Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) and Mon-
tenegro, where both religious extremes have in-
creased.

The proportion of non-religious young
people has increased across the re-
gion, with signs of religious polariza-
tion emerging in Bosnia and Herzego-
vina and Montenegro. The decline in
religiosity has been more pronounced
among women than among men.

These pronounced secularization tendencies are
theoretically expected given the already estab-
lished rise in individual-choice norms. Ronald In-
glehart’s book “Religion’s Sudden Decline” ex-
plicitly elaborates on the connection between
secularization and the rise of individual-choice
norms.
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Inglehart argues that increasingly unpopular
pro-fertility norms, which are the opposite of in-
dividual-choice norms, are so closely linked with
traditional religious worldviews that abandon-
ing them undermines religiosity. In turn, the de-
cline of religiosity causes pro-fertility norms to
fade even more, creating additional pressure for
a further decline in religiosity. It seems that such
a spiral, identified by Inglehart particularly in the
United States, has also taken place among young
people in Southeast Europe.The entanglement
of religion with pro-fertility norms might also ex-
plain why young women, who are generally ex-
pected to sacrifice more for their children than
men, tend to abandon religion more quickly. In
our sample of ten countries with comparable
data from 2018 to 2024, the proportion of reg-
ular church attenders among women decreased
significantly, from 30.4 % to 20.1 %. In contrast,
the drop among men was much smaller, declin-
ing from 28.3% to 24.7 %.

The established trends of secularization also align
well with the more general revised theory of
modernization developed by Inglehart and Wel-
zel (2005). Based on extensive empirical evidence,
this theory holds that modernization is a process
in which economic development triggers cultural
changes that substantially increase the likelihood
of liberal democracy emerging. Economic devel-
opment increases people’s material, cognitive
and social resources, and decreases their sense
of existential insecurity. Consequently, people
tend to replace survival values, which include an
ethnocentric outlook and low levels of trust and
tolerance, with self-expression values that prior-
itize subjective well-being and quality of life. Si-
multaneously, there has been a shift from tradi-
tional values, which emphasize the importance of
religion and traditional family structures, to sec-
ular-rational ones. This shift is well described by
Engelbrekt and Nygren (2014:31) as “essentially
the replacement of religion and superstition with
science and bureaucracy as the basis of behaviour
and authority relations in a society”.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Mixed trends in
national pride and
ethnonationalism

Given that the established trends so far point
toward a pronounced shift in the direction of
self-expression and secular-rational values, we
can also expect a decline in ethnonationalism,
which is one of the elements that comprise sur-
vival values.

According to Figure 15, ethnonationalism indeed
declined in five out of ten countries for which we
have comparable data for 2018 and 2024. In two
of these countries, Kosovo and Serbia, the change
was not statistically significant (p > 0.05) accord-
ing to an independent samples t-test. This leaves
only three countries — North Macedonia, Monte-
negro, and Slovenia — where there was a statisti-
cally significant increase in ethnonationalism. It
should also be noted that in some countries, such
as Turkiye, Albania and Kosovo, the levels of eth-
nonationalism remain very high. Based on the na-
tionalism literature (for example, Bonikowsky and
DiMaggio 2016; Bieber 2018), these differences be-
tween countries should be interpreted through
detailed analyses of specific national contexts, but
that is beyond the scope of this chapter.

There is a general trend of decline in
ethnonationalism in the region.
However, there are three countries

in which ethnonationalism has in-
creased significantly and an additional
three where it has remained at very
high levels.

Importantly, the prevailing trend is in line with
our theoretical expectations and points to a gen-
eral decline in ethnonationalism in the region. To
illustrate this point, the share of those with a very
high level of ethnonationalism (over4ona1to5
scale) was 19.5% in 2018 and fell to 15.3 % by 2024.
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Independent but concerned: the voices of young people in Southeast Europe

Attendance of religious service by young people in SEE* (in %)

Apart from weddings and funerals, how often do you attend religious services?

Never/Do not belong Less than once a month At least once a month

*Note: In 2018, the question about attendance at religious services was posed to all respondents. In 2024, only
respondents who previously indicated that they belong to a religious community were asked about their religious
attendance. To make the results of the two surveys comparable, those who do not belong to any religious
community and/or never attended religious services were merged into one category labelled ‘Never/Do not belong’.
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National pride and ethnonationalism* among young people in SEE

Mean values on a scale from ‘1 - not at all’ to ‘5 — fully’,
2024 and 2018 (There was no data available for Turkiye and Greece in 2018).
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Trust in national and Euro-Atlantic institutions among young people in SEE*

On the whole, how far do you trust the entities listed below?

Mean values on a scale from ‘1 - not at all’ to ‘5 — fully’,
2024 and 2018 (There was no data available for Turkiye and Greece in 2018).
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21
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0 Trustin national
institutions
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2.3
2.8
3.0
25
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Additionally, the results of this study confirm
that nationalism is still a “gendered phenome-
non” (Thomson 2019). Across all twelve countries
observed in 2024, our findings indicate that men
are more likely to exhibit strong ethnonationalist
sentiments than women (t(8,200) = 5.7, p < 0.007;
Cohen’s d = 1.2)%. Interestingly, these gender dif-
ferences have slightly decreased in the ten coun-
tries with comparable data for 2018 (Cohen’s d
=1.3) and 2024 (Cohen’'s d = 1.2). This decrease
stems from the fact that the average level of eth-
nonationalism declined slightly more among men
than among women.

Matters of trust and
satisfaction

According to Inglehart and Welzel’s (2005) the-
ory, trust in public institutions should increase
along with the more general shift from surviv-
al to self-expression values. In line with these ex-
pectations, Figure 16 reveals that trust in national
institutions® increased in six out of ten countries,
with the increase being especially strong in Koso-
vo. While there were no statistically significant
changes in North Macedonia and Serbia, three
countries — Croatia, BiH, and Bulgaria — saw a de-
cline in public trust.

Interestingly, across the ten countries with com-
parable data from 2018 to 2024, the increase in
trust in national institutions was slightly more pro-
nounced among men than among women. Con-
sequently, in 2024, men expressed statistically sig-
nificantly higher trust in national institutions than
women (t(5,562) = 3.4, p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.89).

Looking at the ranking of individual countries, it
is striking how young people in Kosovo and Al-
bania stand out with very high levels of trust in
institutions, particularly Euro-Atlantic ones. A re-
lated finding highlights the enormous, though
not surprising, differences in trust in NATO, par-
ticularly between Serbia (M,,,=1.5) and Kosovo
(M,g,,=4.2). Similarly, the EU is least trusted in Ser-
bia, which is the only country where the EU is not
more trusted than national institutions.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Additional positive signs of democratic develop-
ment can be observed in Figure 17, which shows
the average satisfaction of young people with
various aspects of their home countries and the
EU. Although the EU is still viewed more positive-
ly than home countries, the gap has narrowed
considerably. For instance, in 2024 young people
perceived the EU as less democratic (M2018=3.4)

In most countries, men are more
likely to exhibit stronger ethno-
nationalist sentiments than women,
although the gender difference

has slightly diminished since 2018.

compared with 2018 (M2018=4.0). Conversely,
their home countries were seen as slightly more
democratic, on average (M2018=2.7; M2024=2.8).
While the gap remains significant, it has de-
creased substantially over the observed period.

In fact, the gap has narrowed in six out of seven
dimensions, the only exception being security. No-
tably, there has been an improvement in satisfac-
tion with home countries in five dimensions: de-
mocracy, the rule of law, human rights, economic
welfare, and employment. While perceptions of
the EU have weakened in these areas, views of the
home countries have improved, reflecting a pos-
itive trend in domestic democratic development.

On average, young people in the
region are increasingly satisfied with
the democratic and economic outlook
of their home countries. Although
the EU is still viewed more positively,
the gap has narrowed considerably.

5. Sociopolitical values, religion and trust



Fig. 17

Democracy

The rule of law

Human rights

Economic welfare
of citizens

Employment

Social equality

Security

45

Independent but concerned: the voices of young people in Southeast Europe

Perceptions of the situation in their home country and in the EU
with regard to the most important socio-political values*

How good or bad, in your view, is the status of the following listed values
in your country and in the EU? Mean values on a scale from 1 (very bad) to 5 (very good), 2018 and 2024

Home 2.8 '
Country 2.7 .
3.4 O
E
Y 30 ®
© 2024
Home 2.3 .
Country 2.3 O ® 2018
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E
Y 39 ®
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Country 2.7 O
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3.9 @
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EU
4.0 L
Home 2.5 '
Country 2.7 .
3.2 O
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Y 36 ®
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Country 3.2 .
3.3 @
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Y o33 ®

*Averages refer to respondents from the ten countries for which comparable data exist for
both 2024 and 2018. Only those respondents who ranked a particular value as one of the three
most important were allowed to express their satisfaction with that particulat value.

Visions of the future

Despite the many optimistic findings regarding
democratic development, young people in the
region are increasingly pessimistic about the fu-
ture of their societies. In eight out of ten coun-
tries with comparable data for 2018, there was an
increase in the percentage of those who view the
future of their country as worse than the present.

This rise in pessimism was especially sharp in Cro-
atia, where the share of pessimistic young people
increased from 11.3% to 46.1%. A similar trend is
observed in other EU Member States. Taken to-
gether, in 2024 the share of pessimistic young
people reached 45.2% in the five EU Member
States, while it was only 32.2% among young
people from the seven countries that are not cur-
rently EU members.
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The perceived future of their home country among young people in SEE (in %)

How do you see the future of your country in general?

Better than now

Same as now Worse than now
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Fears and concerns of young people in SEE (in %)

To what extent are you frightened or concerned in relation to the following things?

Share of ‘a lot’-responses, 2018 and 2024. Percentages refer only to respondents from the ten countries

for which comparable data exists for both 2018 and 2024.

36.8
26.9

375
271

40.5
28.8

40.5
28.8

40.7
24.9

51.5
29.9

52.3
44.8

54.0
40.7

Additional analyses suggest that the prospect of
joining the EU is a major factor behind the op-
timism of young people in non-member states.
For example, 47.9 % of young people from these
countries who support the idea of joining the EU
are optimistic about the future, compared with
only 32.4% among those who oppose EU mem-
bership for their country. It is therefore not sur-
prising that the most optimistic young people
are found in Kosovo, Albania and Montenegro,
the three non-member countries in which young
people also have the highest trust in the EU (see
Figure 16).7

The prospect of joining the EU

keeps optimism among young people
in many non-member countries

very high, while pessimism is high
and rising among young people

in EU Member States.

2024

2018

Not surprisingly, societal pessimism also corre-
lates with personal pessimism. Young people who
are more optimistic about the future of their so-
cieties are also more optimistic about their per-
sonal future (ry,, = 0.387, p < 0.001). Further-
more, they tend to be more satisfied with their
lives (ryg,, = 0.272, p < 0.001). It is evident that out-
look with regard to societal future significantly
impacts the personal outlook of young people.

Interestingly, while there are no significant gen-
der differences in relation to societal optimism,
gender proved to be a significant predictor of
personal optimism across all countries. Women
expressed slightly higher levels of personal opti-
mism than men in both 2018 (1(9,703) =-3.8, p <
0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.44) and 2024 (t(8,112) =-4.0,
p <0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.68).
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Fig.20 Concerns for their country among young people in SEE (in %)

Which of the following do you think will be the biggest issues facing your country
in the next decade? Respondents could choose any number of items

Corruption 62.2

Unemployment 60.4

Skilled workforce leaving the country 54.6

Quality of public services (health, education) 49.8

Immigration 47.7
Inequalities 44.8
Climate change 37.7

Demographic decline 31.1

Weakening of the religious and traditional values 26.9

Weakening of democracy 26.3

Terrorism 25.2

Automation and transformation of employment 23.8
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Consistent with the prevailing rise of pessimism,
data show a sharp increase in fears and concerns
among young people. As Figure 19 reveals, the
shares of those expressing high levels of fear relat-
ed to all eight issues measured in both 2018 and
2024 have increased. The most significant rise was
in the fear of war, which joined the two previously
highest fears from 2018, unemployment and seri-
ous illness. In 2024, the fear of war was most pro-
nounced among young people in Turkiye (65.3 %),
followed by Romania (61.4 %) and BiH (57.9 %).

Analysis of the entire sample from all countries in-
cluded in the survey revealed that gender signifi-
cantly impacts the level of all observed fears, with
women expressing significantly higher levels of
fear in both 2018 and 2024. For example, in 2024,
within the sample of all twelve included coun-
tries, 50.9 % of women expressed a high level of
fear regarding being a victim of physical violence,
compared with only 35.1 % of men. The difference
is even greater in the case of sexual violence, with
56.2 % of women expressing the highest level of
fear. In countries such as Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na (69.7 %), Turkiye (69.3 %) and Romania (66 %),
these percentages approach 70 %.

An analysis of additional items that were meas-
ured only in 2024 (Figure 20), reveals that the top
public concerns among young people are corrup-
tion (62.2%) and unemployment (60.4 %). These
findings are in line with the results from the previ-
ous survey round (Lavri¢ et al. 2019), in which the
same two issues were also the most prominent
fears among the region’s young people.®

Fears and concerns about various
sociopolitical issues have risen sharply
since 2018, particularly the fear of war.
In 2024, young people in the region
were most concerned about corrup-
tion, unemployment, emigration, and
the quality of public services.

Interestingly, issues such as climate change or im-
migration, which the media and politicians often
associate with young people, are far from being
the main worries of young people in Southeast
Europe. Young people’s priorities are much more
focused on matters directly related to the man-
agement of the country and public systems, par-
ticularly corruption and health care.
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Main takeaways

The main findings regarding young people’s
sociopolitical values in Southeast Europe can
be summarized as follows:

Trending towards libertarianism:
m Although the general level of support for
a welfare state remains very high, the political
values of young people in the region are
trending away from authoritarian welfarism
and towards libertarianism.

Secularization: The share of non-religious
m young people has increased across the
region, with some signs of religious polariza-
tion in certain countries. The decline in religios-
ity has been more pronounced among women
than among men.

Ethnonationalism: There is a general

m trend of decline in ethnonationalism in the
region. However, there are three countries in
which ethnonationalism has increased signifi-
cantly and an additional three in which it has
remained at a very high level. In most countries,
men are more likely to exhibit stronger ethnon-
ationalist sentiments than women, although
the gender difference has diminished slightly
since 2018.

Satisfaction with democratic and
= economic outlook: On average, young
people in the region are increasingly satisfied
with the democratic and economic outlook
of their home countries. Although the EU is still
viewed more positively, the gap has narrowed
considerably.

The rise of pessimism and the role of
= EU membership prospects: The pros-
pect of joining the EU keeps optimism among
young people in many non-member countries
very high, while pessimism is high and rising
among young people in EU Member States.

Rising fears and concerns: Fears and con-
m cerns about various sociopolitical issues
have risen sharply since 2018, particularly the
fear of war. In 2024, young people in the region
were most concerned about corruption, unem-
ployment, emigration, and the quality of pub-
lic services.

From a broader perspective, value shifts
among young people in Southeastern Europe
offer some basis for optimism regarding the
democratic future of the region. Collectively,
these trends point towards an embrace of
self-expression and secular-rational values.
According to Inglehart and Welzel's theory
(2005), such cultural shifts are conducive to in-
stitutional changes favouring a functional
liberal democracy.

These shifts also indicate a pronounced trend
of convergence with the sociopolitical values
that prevail in more western countries of the
European Union (see, for example, World Val-
ues Survey Association, n.d.). This is particularly
significant in the context of global divergence
of values, as recently identified by Jackson

and Medvedev (2024). The authors note that
self-expression values have diverged most
sharply, especially between high-income West-
ern countries and the rest of the world. How-
ever, geographic proximity remains a strong
factor in value similarity. In other words, while
sociopolitical values have diverged globally,
they have converged regionally.

From this perspective, in an increasingly cultur-
ally diverse world, young people in Southeast
Europe appear to be trending towards the core
European prodemocratic values. This poten-
tial should not be overlooked by policymakers
across the region and in the EU.
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Political attitudes
and participation

The topic of political participation among young
people remains a highly contested issue in the lit-
erature. With particular regard to various barri-
ers and incentives, the central question revolves
around the political and symbolic role of young
people and the extent to which they actively en-
gage in the political process.

This ongoing debate on young people and polit-
ical participation could roughly be divided into
two main polarized paradigms.® The first starts
from the conventional assumption that young
people are disengaged, alienated or apathetic po-
litical agents. As one scholar put it, “young peo-
ple are less concerned with politics, less politically
knowledgeable, do not participate in social or po-
litical activities, are more apathetic, and have low
levels of political interest” (Quintelier 2007, 165).
Such perceptions are in line with broader debates
on the crisis and decline of political participation,
an overall institutional distrust and electoral dis-
engagement over recent decades (cf. Mansbridge
2020; Akram et al. 2014; Merkel 2014). A more op-
timistic view sees young people as engaged, but
in terms of less traditional forms of political par-
ticipation, within the framework of which disap-
pointment with mainstream politics does not in-
dicate a lack of political interest or activism (cf.
Sloam 2017; Rainsford 2017; O'Toole 2003).

Arguing that young people’s political behaviour
is different from that of adults, some scholars pos-
it that the former are more inclined towards alter-
native, non-traditional forms and means of po-
litical participation: “it seems as if the problem
of youth political participation is less a matter of
whether they participate, and more a matter of
where they participate” (Rainsford 2017, 2).

However, changing repertoires and agencies of
engagement, such as replacing voting and po-
litical parties with street protests and non-gov-
ernmental organizations (Norris 2002), are not
limited to young people. Instead, this shift re-
flects a broader trend as citizens’ involvement
has evolved significantly and the scope of what
constitutes political engagement has expanded,
leading to new forms, typologies and repertoires
of political participation (Kaim 2021). The nor-
malization of once unconventional practices has
broadened the understanding of political partic-
ipation, blurring the distinction between tradi-
tional and conventional, and non-traditional and
unconventional means of political participation.
With the integration of various new forms and
modes of political engagement, such as cyber-at-
tacks, Al-generated content and deepfakes influ-
encing elections, or digital participation through
online activism and mobilization (cf. Rose-Stock-
well 2023; Vatre$ 2021; Tufekci 2017; Morozov
2009), and various forms of democratic and par-
ticipatory innovations in which governments en-
gage with unconventional citizens’ actions (cf.
Fiket et al. 2024; Elstub and Escobar 2020), this
redefinition of political participation has shown
that the distinction between conventional and
unconventional is no longer adequate.

Recent discussions often distinguish between
engagement within the institutional framework,
such as joining a political party or elite selection,
and actions that take place outside this frame-
work, such as protests or signing petitions. Al-
though this distinction may appear relevant for
research on youth participation — as young peo-
ple are seen as more likely to engage through
non-institutionalized means (cf. Sloam 2017; Nor-
ris 2002) —in reality, these forms are increasingly
intertwining and mutually influencing each oth-
er, making such dualist thinking overly simplis-
tic and misleading when dealing with youth en-
gagement through only one type of engagement.

6. Political attitudes and participation
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However, a significant shift in this trend is notice-
able in this year's European Parliament elections,
with the highest voter turnout since 1994 (Statis-
ta 2024). Analyses of this turnout and election re-
sults suggest that it may be attributed not only
to increased youth electoral participation but
also to how young people, who previously felt
unheard, unrepresented and existentially inse-
cure, have been mobilized and engaged through
non-institutional means, in the first place by
the far right (cf. Chazan 2024; Edwards 2024;
Hockenos 2024). Using media and digital plat-
forms to gather and mobilize young voters has
boosted institutionalized forms of engagement
among them, increasing their support and par-
ticipation within formal political structures and
processes such as elections or party membership
(Cokelaere 2024). Therefore, it is crucial to under-
stand the key factors in youth participation and
its specific challenges and opportunities. Interest
in and knowledge of politics should also be con-
sidered important prerequisites for youth politi-
cal engagement, regardless of form.

Is politics coming back?

Interest in and self-estimated knowledge of pol-
itics appear to have slightly increased among re-
spondents compared with the previous research
wave (Figure 21).

While 11.6 % of respondents in the ten countries
covered by the 2018 FES Youth Study stated that
they were “mostly” or “very interested” in politics,
18.1% from the same countries reported similar
levels of interest in 2024. Nevertheless, despite
the increase in (almost) all the countries observed
in this research wave, more than half of the re-
spondents (53.5 %) still share minimal or no inter-
est in politics at all, while 28.4 % of them rather
appear ambivalent towards politics. In contrast
to Turkiye and Greece, where we see the highest
concern with political matters, those questioned
in Kosovo and Albania remain fairly indifferent
towards politics, even below the regional aver-
age. Additionally, compared with the last survey,
there has been a slight decrease in political inter-
est only in Kosovo and North Macedonia.

A noticeable variation in political interest may
be observed between EU Member States and
non-members, with interest being higher in the
former (25.5 %) than in the latter (18.9 %). The sur-
vey results also indicate that the level of political
interest is influenced by various factors, including
gender, age, type of residence or education level.

Despite a slight increase overall,
interest in and self-estimated knowl-
edge about politics remains very
low. On average, only one-fifth of
respondents show interest in politics,
while four out of ten hardly know
anything about it.

Notably, men seem to demonstrate a higher lev-
el of interest in politics than women. Regional-
ly, concern with political issues (over4ona1to5
scale) is reported by 18.4 % of woman compared
with 26 % of men. Only Tirkiye and Serbia stand
out as exceptions to this general perception that
politics is predominantly a male domain. Finally,
a higher level of political interest is seen among
the cohort of older and well-educated respond-
ents situated in more urbanized areas and with a
more favourable social standing.

Interest in politics also shows a positive correla-
tion with people’s self-assessed level of politi-
cal knowledge. When asked to rate their politi-
cal knowledge, as many as 61.1% of those who
show an interest in politics also indicate that they
possess a high level of knowledge of politics. Al-
though the self-assessed level of political knowl-
edge was measured differently in the last wave of
youth surveys, the regional trend over the past six
years shows an increase from 15 % of respondents
who felt they knew a lot about politics in 2018 to
28.3% in 2024 across the countries covered by the
earlier study."
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Fig.21 Knowledge of and interest in politics among young people in SEE (in %)

Percentages of those choosing answers 4 (‘'mostly interested’) or 5 (‘very interested’) on a scale from 1to 5 when asked
"How much are you personally interested in politics?’; as well as answers 4 or 5 ('l know a lot’) when asked ‘How
much do you know about politics?’ on the same scale of 1to 5. No data was available for Turkiye and Greece in 2018.
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Similar to the level of political interest, the region-
al distribution of political knowledge remains very
low, with the majority of respondents (39.3 %) ac-
knowledging that they have little or no knowl-
edge about politics. At the same time, countries
in which young people show the least interest in
politics also tend to exhibit the lowest levels of
political knowledge, as seen in the cases of Alba-
nia and Kosovo. Conversely, Turkiye and Greece
display a different trend, namely that respond-
ents believe that they have a higher awareness of
the importance of politics. Moreover, the share of
self-assessed knowledge on politics also appears
to be higher among the young people who par-
ticipated in the survey within the EU (29.1 %) rath-
er than among those outside it (25 %). As the re-
sults suggest, political knowledge also appears to
be more prevalent among males with MA or PhD
degrees and older young adults between 25 and
29 living in urban areas with a more affluent so-
cial background.

Political interest and knowledge are also increas-
ingly aligned with ideological self-identification.
Although political knowledge and interest are
more prevalent among those who identify main-
ly at the centre of the ideological spectrum, sta-
tistical analysis indicates a subtle tendency for in-
dividuals interested in politics to lean towards
the right. For example, high interest in politics is
shared among 37 % of respondents who identify
as being on the far right compared with 28 % of
those who identify as being on the far left. This
trend extends to political knowledge as well, in-
dicating that those on the far right not only en-
gage more with political topics, but also perceive
themselves as more knowledgeable about poli-
tics. Noting the slight increase in interest in na-
tional politics, this could imply that far-right in-
dividuals may prioritize keeping up with political
discourse, possibly due to stronger ideological
convictions or a greater perceived need to influ-
ence political outcomes. On the other hand, de-
spite an overall sense of detachment and aliena-
tion from politics, characterized by a strong lack
of interest and low levels of political knowledge,
young people in the SEE region who participat-
ed in this round of the youth survey generally call
for stronger representation of youth interests in
national politics. This indicates that their interests
are still not adequately represented, as illustrat-
ed in Figure 22."

Although aware of its importance in daily life,
the positive correlation between the representa-
tion of young people’s interests in national poli-
tics and their interest and self-expressed level of
knowledge in politics indicates that they perceive
a direct link between their involvement and tan-
gible outcomes that matter to them. Thus, given
that young people perceive that their voices are
ignored or inadequately represented it is not sur-
prising that young people may become disheart-
ened and lose interest in political activities, feeling
that their participation will not make any differ-
ence.” In other words, when young people feel
that their concerns and needs are not being effec-
tively addressed by their representatives, they are
more likely to experience a sense of detachment
and dissatisfaction with political processes.

The findings indicating how youth interests are
represented in national politics has consistently
been assessed as “not well”, with 58 % of respond-
ents in 2018 and 58.1 % expressing this view in
2024, remain unchanged in both rounds of the
youth survey. However, a noteworthy shift may
be observed among the negative responses. The
percentage of respondents who felt that youth
interests were "not at all” represented decreased
from 23.7% in 2018 to 16.1% in 2024. In contrast,
the proportion of those who opined that they are
represented “poorly” increased to 42 % in 2024.
Although these findings could indicate a slight
improvement in perceptions of youth representa-

Despite feeling detached from politics,
young people in the SEE believe that
their interests are underrepresented
and call for better representation in
national politics.

tion, they might be shifting from a stance of com-
plete neglect to a recognition of inadequate but
existing representation. With minimal differences,
the situation is nearly identical among respond-
ents across EU Member States and non-EU coun-
tries. However, a noticeable gender gap is evident
in the responses as women are more likely to con-
sider that the interests of young people are repre-
sented “poorly” or “not at all” in national politics,
while men generally tend to have a more favour-
able view.
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Fig.22 Views among youth in SEE on the representation of their interests in national politics (in %)

How well do you think young people’s interests are represented in national politics?

Not at all Poorly In between Quite well Very well

2024 27.0 36.3 25.7 8.7 2.2

Albania
2018 34.7 19.1 333 8.0 4.8
. 2024 15.0 458 27.9 104 1.2

Bosnia and
Herzegovina 5,15 27.2 372 27 6.7 18
2024 15.4 55.8 18.7 85 1.6

Bulgaria
2018 295 29.9 26.6 11.0 3.0
2024 12.7 48.9 295 6.5 24

Croatia
2018 20.0 333 339 115 13
Greece 2024 18.6 41.4 293 8.0 2.7
2024 17.3 319 40.1 8.7 2.0

Kosovo
2018 323 241 328 7.0 3.8
2024 17.9 394 34.2 7.0 14

Montenegro
2018 25.7 246 26.5 16.7 6.5
North 2024 21.6 42.7 26.3 75 1.9
Macedonia g 225 237 329 139 7.0
2024 16.0 38.6 30.5 10.5 4.3

Romania
2018 443 236 201 7.9 4.0
2024 11.9 50.3 26.0 9.0 2.7

Serbia
2018 33.7 314 24.2 8.6 25
2024 97 425 327 7.2 7.9

Slovenia
2018 195 429 29.0 7.3 1.2
Tuarkiye 2024 13.4 34.0 335 13.3 5.8
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It is thus not surprising that as perceptions of
youth representation in national politics slight-
ly improve, the belief that young people should
have more opportunities to voice their opinions
in politics decreases, revealing also an overall
moderately positive correlation with personal in-
terest in politics. In other words, as young people
perceive their interests to be better represented
in national politics, their interest in politics also
tends to increase (Figure 23).

In comparison with 2018, when 77.3 % of young
people agreed that they should have more op-
portunities to speak out in politics, only 67.6 %
hold the same view in 2024. However, the major-
ity still firmly believe that more opportunities are
needed for young people’s political expression.
In both waves of the survey, women are more
likely than men to advocate for greater youth in-
volvement in politics, while in 2024 men are less
supportive of the idea that young people should
have more opportunities to speak out in politics.
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Political interest, advocacy, and representation among young people in SEE (in %)

On a scale of 1to 5, the percentage of respondents choosing answers 4 ('Mostly Interested’) or

5 (‘Very Interested’) for the question: “How much are you personally interested in politics?”; 4 ('"Mostly Agree’)
or 5 ("Complitely Agree’) for the question, “How much you agree/disagree with the following statement:
Young people should have more possibilities to speak out in politics?” and 4 (‘Quite well’) or 5 ("Very well’) for
the question, “How well do you think young people’s interests are represented in national politics?”.

@ Interest in national politics

' Young people's interests are not well
represented in national politics

" Young people should have more
possibilities to speak out in politics

il
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Detailed analysis at the country level reveals fur-
ther complexities in the relationship between
young people’s interest in politics and their views
on representation, focusing on how well they feel
their voices are heard and their interests are rep-
resented. As we have seen, dissatisfaction with
youth representation varies significantly, from
47.4 % in Turkiye to 85.3 % in Bulgaria. Alongside
Croatia and Serbia, Bulgaria also exhibits a trend
in which dissatisfaction with how young people’s
interests are represented in national politics ex-
ceeds the perceived need for more opportunities
for young people to speak out in politics. On the
other hand, countries showing a higher interest
in or knowledge of politics tend to have a low-
er level of dissatisfaction with youth representa-
tion. This is most evident in countries in which po-
litical interest is the lowest in the region, such as
in Kosovo and Albania, where the rate of young
people who believe they should have more op-
portunities to speak out in politics is among the
highest, at 74.7% in the former and 79.3 % in the
latter. A different trend may be observable in
countries such as Turkiye or Greece, where a high-
er interest in politics often goes together with a
stronger demand for better representation.

Although personal interest in politics is signifi-
cantly correlated with political participation and
trust in political institutions, it is not necessarily
the case interest and advocacy in politics could
be increased by increasing youth participation in
politics.” It is not enough that young people are
merely included, they must also be substantive-
ly and programmatically represented in the po-
litical process, with policies that engage with and
address their interests and concerns, focusing pri-
marily on security of their livelihoods, for exam-
ple, in terms of health care, housing, employment,
job security and access to education. These issues
seem crucial for getting young people across the
region to feel involved and heard within nation-
al institutions.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Electoral and
non-electoral political
participation

But what is the relationship between the politi-
cal engagement of young people in SEE, whether
institutional or non-institutional, and their over-
all interest in politics? To understand how lev-
els of political interest, knowledge, advocacy, or
representation influence youth political partici-
pation in the region, we will focus on three el-
ements based on the theoretical framework of
political participation provided earlier in this
chapter: electoral participation, non-institution-
al forms of participation, and willingness to hold
a political function. As respondents were asked
only about their involvement in various initiatives
rather than their membership of political parties
or any other political organizations, we will clas-
sify voting in the last elections as an institution-
al form of political participation. Other activities
the respondents were questioned about, such as
protests, signing petitions, boycotts, volunteering,
civil society work, and online activism, mainly fol-
low Grasso’s (2016) and Pickard’s (2019) concep-
tualization of unconventional participation. Al-
though we argue that such a strict dichotomy is
not entirely feasible, for clarity’s sake these activi-
ties will be classified rather as non-electoral forms
of participation.

Young people and voting

Regionally, the proportion of respondents eligi-
ble to vote who reported voting in the last elec-
tions has remained relatively stable since the 2018
survey, showing a turnout rate of 72% in 2024, a
fall of just under 2% (from 74.1% in 2018). How-
ever, when including Greece and Turkiye, new-
comers to the study, the rate among eligible
young people who have actually voted rises to
75.2%. Even though young people in the SEE re-
gion demonstrate a broader, general lack of inter-
est in political affairs and attach relatively low im-
portance to their own political participation, their
electoral participation has remained consistently
stable, reflecting a continued commitment to the
voting process.
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Fig. 24 Political participation and engagement among eligible voters in SEE (in %)
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Percentage of those choosing the answer "Yes' for having voted in the last parliamentary elections and willing to take on
a political function and who selected ‘I've done this’ for any of the different activities to show political engagement.

@ Voted in the last elections
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o Willing to take on a
political function

(" Engaged in non-electoral
forms of political participation
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However, significant differences can be discerned
among the individual countries. The number of
young people who reported voting in the last
elections increased in only four countries: Koso-
vo, Montenegro, Romania and Slovenia, while
it decreased in all the remaining countries. Al-
though turnout was the lowest in Croatia and
Bulgaria, it was strongly pronounced also among
respondents from Tirkiye and Montenegro (Fig-

Compared with our previous survey,
voter turnout among respondents

in EU countries is increasing, but still
remains lower than in non-EU coun-
tries, where it is currently decreasing.

ure 25). This high turnout can be attributed to
the significance of the 2023 presidential and par-
liamentary elections in Turkiye, with 5.2 million
first-time voters from Generation Z, who thus far
had spent their entire lives under the same lead-
er and regime (two decades). Additionally, politi-
cal upheavals in Montenegro between 2020 and
2023, culminating in the fall of long-time presi-
dent Milo Bukanovi¢ and his political party, may
also have played an influential role in the higher
electoral turnout among young people.

Different dynamics across countries become even
more apparent when distinguishing between EU
Member States and non-EU countries. Compared
with the 2018 survey, voter turnout among re-
spondents decreased in non-EU countries, but in-
creased in EU Member States. On the other hand,
voter turnout remains significantly higher in non-
EU countries than in their EU counterparts.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Statistical analysis at the regional level reveals a
number of factors that influence voter turnout.
Although there is no significant difference in vot-
ing behaviour based on gender - men and wom-
en are equally likely both to vote and not vote —
there are significant correlations between voter
turnout and other socioeconomic factors. It is im-
portant to note differences in terms of age and
type of residence. While older young people be-
tween 25 and 29 years of age appear more like-
ly to vote, 49.5% of respondents aged 19 to 24
abstained from voting in the last parliamentary
election. Voter turnout seems to be higher in ur-
ban areas (62.1%), although they also report the
lowest turnout rate in this survey (56.4 %). Not
surprisingly, the data also show that respond-
ents with a better understanding of political is-
sues are more likely to participate in the electoral
process. Similarly, there is a correlation between
voting and interest in politics, trust in political in-
stitutions, and perception of the representation
of youth interests, suggesting that those who
are more engaged and trust the system are more
inclined to vote. Additionally, respondents who
believe that young people should have a great-
er voice in politics also show a higher propensity
to vote. In other words, those who participate in
elections tend to perceive that their interests are
effectively represented in national politics.

The results also offer insights into the various mo-
tives behind the decision not to vote of young
people who participated in the survey. The most
common practical reason cited by respondents
who did not exercise their voting rights was be-
ing prevented from voting (22.4 %). More impor-
tantly, however, focusing on political reasons,
the largest number of respondents felt that “it
would have not changed anything if | had vot-
ed” (21.9%).
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Fig.25 Youth voter turnout in SEE (in %)

No data was available for Tlrkiye and Greece in 2018.

Voted in the last elections

Did not vote in the last elections

2018 2024 2018 2024

Albania 76.8 738 23.2 26.2

Bosnia and Herzegovina 79.9 78.2 201 218
Kosovo 80.0 826 20.0 17.4

Montenegro 785 85.1 215 14.9

North Macedonia 88.7 80.3 113 197
Serbia 75.9 65.6 241 34.4

Turkiye - 87.3 - 12.7

Non-EU Member States

+ Tiirkiye

Bulgaria 746 62.7 254 373
Croatia 60.8 60.4 39.2 39.6
Greece = 79.9 = 20.1

Romania 723 74.8 27.7 25.2

Slovenia 59.6 69.7 40.4 303

EU-member countries

+ Greece

Additionally, many reported that “there was no
party | wanted to vote for” (12.9 %), along with
an overall lack of interest in politics (12.7 %) while
regarding their decision to abstain as a mat-
ter of principle (10.5%). A smaller proportion of
respondents (7.9 %) cited not being “informed
enough to decide about voting” as their reason
for not voting.

Perhaps the most crucial finding is that a signif-
icant proportion of those who abstained from
voting in the last election were respondents with
at the lowest socioeconomic level (23.1 %), unem-
ployed (35.8 %) or working outside their profes-
sion (47.7 %).

Therefore, to engage young people who are dis-
enchanted with politics it would seem necessary
to tackle such societal issues as unemployment,
corruption and housing more effectively in elec-
tion campaigns, especially on the part of the left-
wing and progressive political parties and actors.
According to various studies and analyses, re-
cently these issues have been taken up more of-
ten by far-right populist parties, making inroads
into young people who feel themselves unheard
and left behind. This might also be important in
the SEE region, where respondents’ ideological
self-assessment shows that those who are more
likely to participate in voting identify slightly fur-
ther to the right.
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Fig.26  Non-institutional political participation among young people in SEE (in %)

Share of those respondents who chose ‘I've done this’ regarding the different forms of political engagement.

Voted Abstained
Overall in the last election in the last election

Signed a Ilst_ of poll_tl_cal 218 307 171
demands/online petition

__ Participated 190 255 135
in a demonstration

Pamc_lpated in \{olu_nteer o_r_C|_V|I 233 285 183
society organization activities

Worked for a polltngl party or 88 17 6.4
political group

- Started to boycott goods for 222 26.6 176
political or environmental reasons

Participated in political activities 153 195 119

online/in social networks

Experiences with
political engagement
beyond elections

In contrast, when it comes to non-institutional
forms of political participation, the results reveal
a noticeable disparity compared with the levels
of electoral participation. Respondents gener-
ally report limited experience with non-elector-
al activities, a trend that has persisted over time
and since the last round of the survey. Although a
slight increase in non-electoral political activities
can be seen across the ten countries under com-
parison (from an average of 1.3in 2018 to 1.6 in
2024), such activities are still relatively uncommon
in the region.™ The average range of participa-
tion varies significantly between countries, how-
ever, from a high of 1.8 in Greece and 1.7 in Bosnia
and Herzegovina to alow of 1.4 in Albania and 1.5
in North Macedonia and in Kosovo.

As Figure 26 shows, a significant number of young
people in the region are generally inclined to-
wards online activism. Specifically, 37.1% report-
ed signing a list of political demands, participating
in online petitions or engaging in political activi-
ties on social media. Participation in volunteer or
civil society organization activities was reported
by 23.3 % of respondents, whereas involvement in
political parties or groups was the least favoured.
Given the low trust in political parties, this is not
surprising. Additionally, the survey did not cov-
er formal membership of political parties, which
should be considered separate from working for
a political party or political group. Finally, only
19 % of respondents participated in demonstra-
tions, highlighting a notable lack of engagement
in this form of political expression. This may ap-
pear surprising given the significant role young
people have played in major protests over the
past decade across the region, from Slovenia, Bos-
nia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Macedonia, Greece
to Turkiye.
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A similar pattern of non-electoral political par-
ticipation is observed among those who had the
right to vote. Both those who voted in the last
elections and those who were eligible but chose
not to vote are involved predominantly in online
political participation and volunteer work or civ-
il society activities. Interestingly, online activism is
especially significant among young voters, with
half of the respondents who voted in the last elec-
tions engaging in some form of online political ac-
tivity. This trend highlights a shift towards digital
platforms as a preferred medium for political en-
gagement among young people. Generally, older
young people aged 25 to 29 are more inclined to-
wards various forms of non-electoral political en-
gagement, except for participating in volunteer
work or civil society organizations and online po-
litical activities, which is reported more frequently
by respondents in their early 20s (19-24).

Unlike participating in protests and demonstra-
tions, it seems that young people in SEE have
moved their political participation online and
are most likely to sign a list of political demands,
online petition or engage through social media.
This indicates a preference for quick, one-off par-
ticipation and short-term activity without a long-
term commitment. Although digital platforms
represent an important space for engagement,
recent debates and ongoing discussions try not
only to fit online activism into existing concepts

Young people in SEE report limited
experience with non-electoral
activities. Most of them have moved
their political participation online
rather than participating in protests
or demonstrations.

of political participation (cf. Gibson and Cantijoch
2013; Rojas and Puig-i-Abril 2009) but also to den-
igrate online activism as mere "hashtag” activism,

“slacktivism” or armchair activism, which tend to

be passive rather than proactive (cf. Vatre$ and
Alispahic¢ 2024; Frost 2020; Tufekci 2017; Chayko
2016; Morozov 2009).

Driven by an attention economy which relies on
so-called “netizens”, and stirs up outrage and dis-
satisfaction online, while also subject to algorith-
mic biases, online activism is seen as failing to
fulfil the conditions of a participatory culture. In-
stead, as Morozov (2009) suggests, this creates
rather an illusion of participation by giving a false
sense of achievement through ad hoc online re-
actions and merely capturing more attention.

Despite weak correlations, survey findings indi-
cate that men from more urban areas are also
generally more prone to all forms of non-elector-
al participation than women, particularly through
forms of online activism or party involvement.
Significant gender differences emerge in individ-
ual countries. The data shows that women most
frequently engage in volunteer work, civil society
activities and boycotts for political and environ-
mental causes. In countries such as Croatia, Ser-
bia and Greece, women are actively involved in
various forms of participation, except for their in-
volvement in political parties and groups or polit-
ical activities online, where no positive correlation
is found among any of the observed countries.
Concurrently, the data show that young women
in Kosovo and North Macedonia are less likely to
engage in any non-electoral political activities.

Socioeconomic factors also play a significant role,
as engagement in certain non-electoral forms of
political participation correlates positively with
urban residence and higher social and education-
al levels as expressed among the study’s partici-
pants. The data also suggest that voters general-
ly are more engaged in a variety of non-electoral
political activities than people who abstain from
voting. In this sense, the correlation between vot-
ing in elections and participation in non-elector-
al political initiatives suggests that those who
vote in elections are also likely to engage in oth-
er forms of political participation, primarily on-
line activism and demonstrations. Also, elections
continue to be the primary mode of political par-
ticipation among young people in SEE, despite a
more positive correlation between political inter-
est and participation in non-institutional forms of
engagement. Experience with different forms of
non-electoral participation is positively correlat-
ed with trust in political institutions.
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These insights correspond to the previous study,
which also showed that young respondents in
the SEE region have very little experience with
different forms of political engagement, and that
young adults have not significantly changed their
repertoire of political engagement, as observed
by a number of authors (cf. Rainsford 2017; Nor-
ris 2002). Rather, our research aligns more closely
with findings that indicate lower levels of partic-
ipation in unconventional modes and the divide
among young people between the core and the
periphery, regardless of the form and type of po-
litical participation (Kovaci¢ and Dolenec 2018).
This is characterized by a lack of political literacy
and political resignation due to concerns about
overall security of livelihood and their inability to
be heard, which leads among other things to dis-
trust in national institutions. Additionally, it may
also reflect the paradox between the saturation
of politics within SEE societies, on one hand, and
the low degree of democratic consolidation on
the other.

Taking risks and
political
responsibilities

Finally, it becomes evident why young people
in the region, despite believing that their inter-
ests are insufficiently represented and desiring
a greater voice for young people in politics, are
generally unenthusiastic about accepting politi-
cal positions. Only 32.9 % of respondents at the
regional level demonstrate a readiness to assume
a political role. Interestingly, this willingness is
shared by 32 % of unemployed respondents, in-
dicating that they may believe that engaging in
politics could offer opportunities or be perceived
as a viable alternative to their current situation.
They may view politics as some sort of business
or as a means of improving their circumstances.
Comparing EU Member States to non-EU coun-
tries, we observe a slight but notable difference
in the average willingness of young people to ac-
cept political positions.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

In EU Member States, the average willingness is
33.8%, while in non-EU countries it is slightly low-
er, at 33.4 %. However, this willingness varies sig-
nificantly by country. For example, the highest
willingness is noted in Turkiye, while in Greece it
falls as low as 24.4 %, reflecting a deviation from
the overall average trend observed among EU
and non-EU countries.

The relation between institutional
political engagement and non-elec-
toral activism suggests that while
many young people place their trust
in political institutions rather than
in non-institutional activism, three
out of ten are still ready to take on a
political position.

A greater willingness to accept a political posi-
tion is found among young people in urban are-
as with higher self-perceived political knowledge,
who lean towards the political right. As is the
case with other forms of political participation,
unwillingness to engage politically also stems
from a low trust in institutions, combined with a
perceived lack of efficacy in effecting change. As
seen among those who engage in unconvention-
al forms of activism, the lowest number report
that their activities are driven by partisan motives.
On the other hand, there is a higher likelihood of
partisan involvement among young people who
vote, which may indicate a deeper engagement
with political processes.

This is supported by statistical analyses at the re-
gional level, which reveal a correlation between
trust in institutions and active, institutionalized
political engagement, such as holding a political
office. Specifically, young people who vote and
are politically active are more likely to adopt a
constructive attitude towards political participa-
tion and active engagement in the political pro-
cess. Willingness to take on a political function
is also correlated with the perception of being
underrepresented and the desire to have more
possibilities to speak out in politics. It can thus be
concluded that while fewer young people tend to
trust political institutions, they nevertheless per-
ceive limited potential for effecting change out-
side these institutions.
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Democratic vs. authoritarian tendencies among youth in SEE

The values represent the mean level of agreement with the statements above,
measured on a scale from ‘1 — Completely Disagree’ to ‘5 — Completely Agree’.

Under certain
We should have a circumstances

Democracy is strong leader who dictatorship is a
agood form does not have to better form of
of government bother with Parliament government than
in general or elections democracy

Albania 4.1 238 24
Bosnia and Herzegovina 3.2 3.2 25
Bulgaria 3.2 32 26
Croatia 34 29 24
Greece 3.8 29 2.1
Kosovo 4.2 33 25
Montenegro 3.7 33 24
North Macedonia 3.6 3.4 24
Romania 36 3.4 26
Serbia 3.4 2.9 2.2
Slovenia 35 2.9 25
Turkiye 3.9 3.0 24

This further indicates that other, non-institutional
and non-electoral forms of political engagement
might not be seen as sufficient to compensate
the lack of youth representation or their gener-
al distrust of national governments and political
parties. In other words, the relationship between
institutional political engagement and non-elec-
toral forms of activism suggests that a greater
number of young people rather place their trust
in political institutions than in the potential for
change outside them. This is also evident through
the emergence of novel forms of participation in
SEE, such as citizens' assemblies, participatory
planning or alliances between political parties
and social movements, which in various ways in-
teract with formal institutions (Fiket et al. 2024).
Another example are political movements advo-
cating for representation in local or national leg-
islatures, often evolving or transforming into po-
litical parties.

Authoritarian
tendencies and the state
of democracy in SEE

Another important consideration are the atti-
tudes and values that underlie youth political
participation, influencing and motivating their
engagement. Given the low levels of interest and
knowledge observed among young people, who
often feel unheard but seek a stronger voice, this
is particularly significant with regard to the impli-
cations for SEE democracy of the overall mistrust
in political institutions, parties and leaders.

While detachment can weaken already fragile
democratic institutions in most countries, rising
fears and insecurity among young people com-
pound concerns about the normalization and ac-
ceptance of authoritarian practices and feelings
among young people, such as support for strong
leaders or dictatorship.

6. Political attitudes and participation



64

Although the body of research on political par-
ticipation in Southeast Europe has been stead-
ily growing in the past decade (Ili¢ and Markov
2024), there is still insufficient evidence of the re-
lationship between declining participation and
democratic backsliding, particularly with regard
to the rise in competitive authoritarian regimes.
This gap exists because participation develops
over an extended period. Hence, it is crucial to
study the long-term effects of these trends, high-
lighting the need for more comprehensive and
prolonged research. This is particularly important
for young people, as their engagement and at-
titudes towards political participation will shape
the future trajectories of democratic develop-
ment and resilience in the region.

There is a noticeable regional trend
of decreasing trust in democracy

as the preferred form of government.
However, authoritarian tendencies
remain positively correlated with
support for democracy. This is best
illustrated by the fact that almost half
of young people in SEE who strongly
support democracy also show a readi-
ness to endorse a strong leader.

In that regard, as seen in Figure 28, there is a no-
ticeable regional trend of decreasing trust in de-
mocracy as the preferred form of government
compared with the last survey wave. Although
there has been a decline in both support for de-
mocracy (63.4% in 2018; 58.6 % in 2024) and
strong leaders (60 % in 2018; 39.6 % in 2024) or
dictatorships (2018 = 22.6 %; 2024 = 21.9 %), it
is important to note that these results may not
be entirely comparable to the previous survey."™
That is, a similar question was asked in previous
research regarding respondents’ agreement with
the statement about having a leader who rules
their country with a strong hand for the public
good.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Presenting the strong leader in a more positive
light, focusing on the idea of the public good,
could make young people more likely to express
positive and favourable opinions in contrast with
the current question, which presents a more au-
thoritarian perspective on having a strong lead-
er who ignores elections or parliament. Also, we
should be cautious about socially desirable re-
sponses that favour democratic ideals as they
could obscure respondents’ true opinions on au-
thoritarianism. Thus, authoritarian tendencies
among young people can also be seen in the fact
that 34.7 % of respondents at the regional lev-
el would sacrifice some of their civil liberties for
a higher standard of living, while 39.3% believe
that civil liberties should sometimes be restricted
for the sake of security.

At the level of individual countries, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, North Macedonia, and
Serbia exhibit a greater inclination towards a
strong leader rather than democracy. These
countries also display the lowest levels of trust
in democracy within the overall sample. In con-
trast, the highest trust in democracy is observed
among young correspondents in Turkiye, as well
as Kosovo and Albania, which share the most un-
interested and apathetic attitudes towards poli-
tics but at the same time are most optimistic to-
wards the future. As already seen, the demand
for a strong leader is most pronounced not only
in those countries which young people are con-
cerned about existential and socio-economic is-
sues but also in ethnically pluralist states currently
experiencing heightened ethnic tensions, such as
Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, and
Kosovo. Support for democracy is higher in non-
EU countries (61.3 %) than in EU Member States
(53.3%). Conversely, the preference for a strong

leader is also more pronounced in non-EU coun-
tries (42.9 %) than in EU Member States (36.8 %).
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Fig.28 Change in authoritarian tendencies* among youth in SEE
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——@ We should have a strong leader who does not have

to bother with Parliament or elections.
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Although support for a strong leader is more
aligned with dictatorial tendencies, it is impor-
tant to note that such support is also positively
correlated and coexists alongside support for de-
mocracy. This phenomenon, seen in the overall
support for right-wing populism or sovereign de-
mocracy, reflected in the rise of illiberal or com-
petitive authoritarian regimes in the region (cf.
Bieber 2020; Kapidzi¢ 2020; Lavri¢ and Bieber
2020), is also illustrated by the fact that 45 % of
young people who strongly support democracy
also show a readiness to endorse a strong lead-
er who is not limited by elections or parliamen-
tary oversight. This paradox can be explained by
David van Reybrouk’s observation that, with the
global trend of democratic deconsolidation, peo-
ple continue to long for democracy even though
their belief in it has significantly waned (Rey-
brouk 2017, 9). Having in mind the overall weak-
ness of democratic institutions in the region, it is
not surprisingly then that support for both de-
mocracy and a strong leader are positively cor-
related with trust in institutions. In other words,
trust in institutions is not solely a matter of sup-
porting democratic values, but also includes a
willingness to endorse authoritative figures for
the sake of the stability and legitimacy that de-
mocracy represents.

This is evident in the fact that those who support
both strong leadership and democracy are also
likely to feel that young people should have a
stronger voice in politics. However, a weaker cor-
relation between the support for a strong leader
and more possibilities for young people to speak
out suggests that respondents who favour strong
leadership might not necessarily have a strong
belief that their interests are being properly ad-
dressed.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

While young men lean mainly towards support-
ing dictatorship, the data reveal stronger sup-
port for a strong leader among young women,
the unemployed (48.6 %), and people in insecure
employment (29 %). This support among young
people who may feel economically or social-
ly marginalized is further reinforced by the fact
that 68.8 % of them belong to the middle so-
cio-economic stratum. Although authoritarian
tendencies are more closely aligned with right-
wing ideology, such support is also linked to a
strong preference for a welfare state, illustrat-
ing a strong inclination towards greater govern-
ment control over the economy among those
who support strong leadership. The highest cor-
relation is observed with the belief that “govern-
ment ownership of business and industry should
be increased”. Hence, while both democratic and
authoritarian tendencies may be influenced by
structural factors such as economic conditions,
employment status, and education, these find-
ings indicate that they may vary across countries
due to different local dynamics and individual
characteristics among young people in the region
that must also be taken into account.

Ideological
polarization among
SEE young people

Compared with the previous study, the overall
political self-identification of young people in SEE
has shifted notably. While most respondents see
themselves as centrist, both in 2018 (16.9 %) and
2024 (17.3 %), there has been a significant realign-
ment on the political spectrum. The data show
that 54.6 % of young people in 2024 identify with
the centre-right, whereas in 2018, 59 % of them
leaned more towards the centre-left. This slight
shift becomes more pronounced when compar-
ing means. On a scale from 1 (far left) to 10 (far
right), the mean value in 2018 was 5.3, whereas in
2024 the mean value has increased to 5.7, indicat-
ing a shift to the right.
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Although the correlation between gender and
ideological self-identification is small, there is a
noticeable ideological division between the sex-
es. Young women tend to hold more left-lean-
ing views than men. For example, 43.5 % of men
position themselves slightly left of centre, com-
pared with 47.7 % of women. Additionally, 6.6 %
of young men identify with the far-right, while
5.7% of young women align more with the far-
left, compared with 6.4 % of women and 5.3 %
of men overall. Leftist views are more common
among young people in urban areas, whereas
polarization is most pronounced among young
people in rural areas, with 10.6 % identifying with
the far-right and 9.6 % with the far-left. While a
range of demographic and social factors may in-
fluence right-left polarization, with more educat-
ed people tending to lean left, this right-leaning
trend is apparent across all groups on a region-
al level. The data show no significant correlation
between ideological self-orientation among the
respondents and their educational, social or em-
ployment status.

To summarize, despite a slight overall increase
in political engagement in comparison to ear-
lier surveys, a notable lack of interest in poli-
tics remains constant among young people in
Southeast Europe, who often acknowledge their
limited understanding of political matters. How-
ever, elections continue to be the primary mode
of political participation among young people. A
relatively acceptable level of voter participation
in elections is still observed. It is highest among
non-EU countries, although it has been increas-
ing in EU countries. Other, non-electoral forms
of political engagement also remain mostly un-
common. A positive correlation between voter
turnout and the non-institutional activities the
respondents were questioned about - such as
protests, signing petitions, boycotts, volunteer-
ing, civil society work, and online activism —shows
that those who vote are also likely to engage in
other forms of political participation.

With young people unwilling to take on polit-
ical roles, it seems they prefer to leave political
responsibilities to their representatives, despite
having little trust in political institutions, parties
and politicians. This explains their low motivation
with regard to personal political involvement and
their reduced drive to assume political responsi-
bility, stemming from a perceived lack of ability
to effect change. On the other hand, it becomes
clear that political engagement must be per-
ceived beyond a simplified dualistic divide into
conventional and unconventional, institutional
and non-institutional forms of political participa-
tion. Different forms of engagement increasing-
ly intertwine and mutually influence each other.
As the survey shows, despite the low trust in po-
litical institutions and the lack of representation
of youth interests in politics, which is rated prom-
inently among the respondents, non-institution-
al forms of engagement should not be seen as
a substitute for institutional participation. Rath-
er, they run parallel to electoral interest and vot-
er turnout.

Despite a general decline in trust in democra-
cy, most young people still hold democratic val-
ues. However, it is increasingly evident that exist-
ing democratic institutions — weakened in many
of the countries observed — are inadequate to
meet their demands. This trend is equally prev-
alent among young people within and outside
the EU. While various individual, demographic
and cross-country dynamics may be observed, an
age and gender gap persist across nearly all forms
of engagement and willingness to engage, with
older youth and men exhibiting higher levels of
political involvement. Additionally, political en-
gagement is positively linked to cultural, socioec-
onomic and educational factors, and thus higher
among well-educated and urban young people
from better social backgrounds. Negatively linked
to unemployment and lack of education, social
inequality continues to be a major barrier to par-
ticipation, posing a threat that may be used and
exploited to support autocratic tendencies and
further democratic backsliding in the region.
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Main takeaways

While the study’s results reveal a slight in-

m crease in political interest and self-estimat-
ed knowledge about politics compared with
previous SEE Youth Studies, both remain very
low among the respondents. Political interest
is greater among men, older young people and
those with higher education and urban resi-
dence, reflecting similar trends in knowledge
of politics.

Despite this general lack of interest,

m the vast majority of young people feel
underrepresented in national politics, with
women more likely to see representation as
inadequate, highlighting the need for great-
er representation and inclusion in political
processes. On the other hand, even though
there has been a slight decrease in the belief
that young people should have more oppor-
tunity to voice opinions, the majority still
support this notion.

There is direct link between youth involve-

m ment and actual outcomes as shown by
a positive correlation between the representa-
tion of young people’s interests in national
politics and their political interest and self-ex-
pressed level of knowledge. Thus, young peo-
ple’s interest in politics tends to increase in
line with the perception that their interests are
represented. Conversely, young people may
lose interest and are more likely to experience
a sense of detachment from political activitiesif
they feel that their concerns and needs are not
being addressed effectively or that their partici-
pation will not make a difference.

While electoral participation remains the

m primary mode of political engagement
among young people in the region, with a sta-
ble voter turnout, it is still rare for young peo-
ple in SEE to accept political positions. The vast
majority of those abstaining from voting do
so because they don’t feel their vote will effect
change or because none of the parties appeal
to them. Additionally, non-voters often face
socio-economic challenges such as unemploy-
ment or underemployment and are typically
from the lowest socioeconomic levels.
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Respondents in the EU Member States
m exhibit lower voter turnout with an in-
creasing trend in electoral participation, com-
pared with non-EU countries, which have a
higher turnout but a decreasing trend.

Despite stable electoral participation,

m non- electoral activities remain mod-
est. Online activism and volunteering are the
most common forms of non-electoral engage-
ment. Voters tend to be more involved in
non-electoral activities compared with those
who abstain from voting, indicating that those
who vote are also more likely to engage in
other forms of political participation. In con-
trast, involvement in political parties or groups
is the least favoured form of participation
among respondents.

Across the region, young people who

m identify more with right-wing ideology
show higher levels of political engagement.
They have a greater interest in politics, perceive
themselves as more knowledgeable, and ex-
hibit a higher willingness to assume political
positions and participate in both electoral and
non-electoral activities.

Most young people in the region adhere

m to democratic values despite a general
decline in trust in democracy as the preferred
form of government. However, support for
authoritarian leaders is positively linked with
democratic values, as nearly half of the young
people who strongly support democracy are
also open to endorsing a strong leader.

Political engagement is strongly influ-

m enced by demographic, cultural, socio-
economic and educational factors. It tends
to be higher among well-educated, urban
young people from more advantaged social
backgrounds. A gender gap also persists
across nearly all forms of engagement, with
men exhibiting higher levels of political in-
volvement and willingness to participate.
Conversely, unemployment and lack of educa-
tion negatively impact political participation,
with social inequality remaining a significant
barrier.
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and seemingly never-ending transformations,
driven by technological advancements and shift-
ing audience preferences. In this context, ana-
lysing contemporary trends and engagement
patterns is essential in order to understand the
evolving dynamics between media outlets and
their audiences, particularly among younger gen-
erations in Southeast Europe. Recent research
highlights a disengagement from traditional me-
dia among young people. A study published in
Southeast European and Black Sea Studies (Ba-
descu and Sum 2024) underscores these find-
ings, revealing that social media platforms are
the primary source of news and information for
the majority of young people in the region. The
study notes that traditional media are increasing-
ly viewed as less relevant, and younger audiences
have been gravitating towards platforms such as
Facebook, Instagram and YouTube for their me-
dia consumption needs. Before looking at specif-
ic aspects of media consumption, it is important
to explore how these shifting preferences, such
as forimmediacy, interactivity and customization,
impact media engagement among young people.

Emina Adilovi¢ The media landscape is undergoing profound Media

engagement
patterns

A comparative analysis reveals a marked decline
in traditional media usage among young peo-
ple, as digital platforms have increasingly be-
come their primary source of information and
entertainment. According to the FES Youth Study
Southeast Europe 201872019, almost all young
people in the region have regular access to the
internet. Countries such as Croatia boast nearly
universal access (98 %) and even at the lower end
Albania, for example, has significant penetration
(93%)."® This shift towards digital media has fun-
damentally altered consumption patterns.

Respondents in numerous countries report no

longer engaging with certain media outlets (Fig-
ure 30). For instance, in Albania, SYRI TV and Pan-
orama have non-usage rates of 75.6 % and 83.7 %,
respectively. This trend is also seen in Bosnia and

Herzegovina, where RTRS and Nezavisne novine

have non-usage rates of 78.3% and 75.7 %. Simi-
lar patterns are evident in North Macedonia, with

TV 24 at 75.2 % and Alsat at 74.1%. High non-us-
age rates show that these outlets do not resonate

well with younger viewers, who seek content that
is more engaging, dynamic and reflective of their
lifestyles and concerns. In contrast, Turkiye pre-
sents a more balanced engagement pattern. Ba-
bala TV shows varied levels of engagement, with

34.1% of respondents reporting no time spent
watching and 20.7 % spending less than half an

hour, while 2.7 % spend 5-10 hours. While a no-
table part of the audience does not engage with

Babala TV, a notable segment dedicates consider-
able time to it, which indicates that their content
strategy might be more effective in engaging cer-
tain demographics.
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Fig.29 Lack of youth engagement rates by media ownership in SEE (in %)
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Certain media outlets demonstrate lower non-us-
age rates and higher engagement times. Figure
31 shows that in Romania, PRO TV and Antena 1
have relatively lower non-usage rates. In Serbia,
RTS and N1 show engagement, reflecting their
somewhat dominant positions. RTS, as a public
broadcaster, often has a critical role in delivering
news and educational content, which can lead
to consistent viewer loyalty. In Croatia, 24 sata
stands out, with balanced engagement across
various time slots. The outlet’s success can be at-
tributed to its versatile content strategy that in-
cludes timely news updates, lifestyle pieces and
interactive features.

In Albania, a high percentage of young people
spend no time watching channels such as ABC
NEWS and RTSH (64.5 % and 68.9 % respective-
ly), although a substantial portion engage for less
than half an hour. The preference for brief en-
gagement indicates that younger audiences may
favour quick news snippets, highlights and con-
cise reports over longer, more in-depth program-
ming. This aligns with global trends as so-called
“digital natives” prefer content that is easily acces-
sible and quickly digestible.
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There is a notable trend of minimal engagement
exceeding 10 hours per week across all countries.
The pattern indicates that young audiences tend
to diversify their media consumption across mul-
tiple sources and social media rather than com-
mitting extensive time to a single outlet. Some
media show balanced engagement across differ-
ent time categories. For example, Nova Television
in Bulgaria maintains substantial engagement in
short to moderate time slots, showing they are ef-
fective at keeping young people engaged with-
out overwhelming them. In Kosovo, Kallzo.com
and Nacionale have substantial non-usage rates
(52.5% and 54.7 %), but those who do engage of-
ten spend moderate amounts of time, highlight-
ing the role of digital media in offering targeted
content that resonates deeply with certain users.
This balance may be achieved through varied and
appealing content that meets the diverse inter-
ests of young viewers.

Certain media outlets, despite high non-usage
rates, maintain strong engagement within specif-
ic audience segments. Bljesak.info in Bosnia and
Herzegovina and ABC NEWS in Albania exempli-
fy this pattern. For example, in Bosnia and Herze-
govina, RTRS has a high non-usage rate (78.3 %),
yet those who do engage often spend varied
amounts of time, from less than half an hour to
5-10 hours. These outlets might cater to niche in-
terests or specific demographic groups, effective-
ly capturing their attention even though they do
not appeal to a broader audience.

Public media’s challenge
and political bias

Public media across Southeast Europe is even less
successful than its private counterpart in attract-
ing younger viewers, as a higher percentage of
young people report spending no time on such
outlets. For instance, in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
78.3 % of young people report not spending any
time watching RTRS. A lower but still significant
68.9 % of young people report spending no time
on Albania’s RTSH.

There has been moderate disengagement with
Bulgarian public media channel BNT, and Croa-
tia’s HRT, with 39.7 % of young people reporting
no time spent on it, demonstrates better engage-
ment relative to other public broadcasters in the
region, but still indicates that a lot of young peo-
ple prefer other media options. In Serbia, 46.5%
of young people report spending no time on RTS,
showing that nearly half are disengaged from the
public broadcaster.

Private media generally have higher engage-
ment, as seen in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where
only 35.5% of respondents report no time spent
on Klix.ba. Figure 30 suggests that private, centrist
media are more appealing to the young people
of this region. Similarly, Bulgaria’s Nova Television,
with only 28.6 % of respondents reporting no time
spent, demonstrates a strong connection with
young people. In Romania, 30.2% of respondents
report no time spent on Pro TV. The finding re-
veals how private, right-leaning media can also
appeal to young people, possibly due to their dy-
namic content and market-oriented approach.

Regarding political orientation, Baddescu and Sum
(2024) highlight the complexities of media influ-
ence in Southeast Europe on young people’s po-
litical engagement. This study reveals that, except
for television, all information sources positive-
ly impact young people’s interest in politics and
their inclination to participate. Notably, digital
media exerts the strongest influence, underscor-
ing the critical role of online platforms in shaping
political engagement. Despite the overall positive
impact of digital media, left-leaning media con-
sistently shows lower engagement. For example,
N1 (operating also online in Bosnia and Herzego-
vina, Croatia and Serbia) consistently shows low-
er engagement. Overall, 54.4 % of young people
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 66 % in Croatia, and
57.7% in Serbia do not have time for left-lean-
ing international outlets, which demonstrates
that leftist media are less successful in engag-
ing young people across these countries. Simi-
larly, 67.9 % of respondents in Greece do not en-
gage with EFSYN. However, this percentage is
comparable with other regions, reflecting gener-
al trends in media consumption.
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Fig.30 Media usage rates among young people in SEE (in %)
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Fig. 31
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Youth disengagement by political orientation of media in SEE (in %)
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In other countries, right-leaning media outlets
often show higher percentages of non-engage-
ment. In Albania, for example, 75.6 % of young
people do not engage with Syri TV. This trend
is consistent across other right-leaning media,
such as RTRS in Bosnia and Herzegovina (78.3 %)
and Kurir in Serbia (67.6 %), suggesting that
right-leaning media may struggle more to en-
gage younger audiences.

Regarding media consumption duration in gen-
eral, young people in many countries prefer to
consume media output for shorter periods. For
instance, in Croatia, 24 sata shows balanced en-
gagement across various time slots, suggesting
that its content format aligns well with youth
preferences for short, consumable content. In
Turkiye, Babala TV, a YouTube channel, shows en-
gagement in short to moderate durations, with
a notable portion of young people spending less
than half an hour to 1-2 hours on the platform.
Media outlets that offer diverse and high-quali-
ty content tend to engage young people better.
For example, in Albania, media such as Top Chan-
nel and Klan, which provide a variety of content,
show more balanced engagement across differ-
ent time categories.

Navigating the
digital landscape

The data provide detailed insights into the time
young people in Southeast Europe spend on so-
cial media such as Facebook, Instagram and Tik-
Tok. This analysis compares the distribution of
time spent across twelve different countries.
Young people in SEE countries engage heavily
with social media. Many spend a significant part
of their day, between 2-3 hours and 3-5 hours,
interacting on these platforms. For instance, in Al-
bania, 26.2 % of young people spend 3-5 hours
daily on social networks, while in Kosovo, 33.1%
of young people are online for 2-3 hours, and
21.3% for 3-5 hours each day. In Bulgaria and Ro-
mania, there’'s a more balanced approach to so-
cial media usage, while in Bosnia and Herzego-
vina and North Macedonia, social media usage
shows more variability. Many young people in
Bosnia and Herzegovina spend 2-3 hours (21.9 %)
and 3-5 hours (21.1%) on social media, but 11%
are unsure about their exact usage.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

The insights into the time young people spend on
social media underscore the importance of algo-
rithmic literacy (Head, Fister, and MacMillan 2020)
in today’'s digital age. As social media platforms
become increasingly sophisticated, understand-
ing how algorithms shape the content we see
and interact with becomes crucial. Algorithmic
knowledge or awareness is essential for young
people who spend time on these platforms as it
impacts their information consumption. More-
over, the patterns of social media usage among
young people in Southeast Europe also reflect
the formation of digital clusters. These clusters, or
groups of users with similar behaviours and inter-
ests, are shaped by algorithms that promote con-
tent likely to engage specific audiences. Conse-
quently, youth media consumption is influenced
not only by their preferences, but also by the al-
gorithms that determine the visibility and prom-
inence of content on their feeds. That is why un-
derstanding these dynamics is mandatory for
fostering a critical and informed approach to digi-
tal media consumption among young people.

In conclusion, traditional media outlets face dis-
engagement, with high non-usage rates ob-
served across various countries because public
broadcasters often struggle to capture the in-
terest of younger viewers (Media Literacy Index
2022). Digital platforms, particularly social media
driven by the convenience, accessibility and vari-
ety offered by streaming services, have emerged
as the dominant source of information and en-
gagement for young audiences. Young people in
the region also prefer consuming media in short-
er durations. This preference for short, consuma-
ble content highlights the importance for media
outlets to offer diverse, high-quality and relevant
information. Media that adapt to these prefer-
ences by providing easily digestible and varied
content are more successful in maintaining the
interest and viewership of younger audiences.
Additionally, the political orientation of media
outlets influences engagement levels, with both
left-leaning and right-leaning media experienc-
ing challenges in appealing to young viewers.

7. Media engagement
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Main takeaways

Young people prefer short, consumable

m media content. Outlets such as Croatia’s
24 sata and Turkiye ‘s Babala TV align with
this preference, maintaining balanced engage-
ment across various time slots. This trend
reflects a broader global shift towards brief,
easily digestible content that fits into the
fast-paced lifestyles of digital natives.

The media landscape in Southeast Europe
m is shifting towards digital platforms, and

traditional media usage is declining continu-
ously among young people. Social media plat-
forms such as Facebook, Instagram and You-
Tube have become the primary sources of news
and entertainment for young people in the
region.

Private centrist media generally show
3- higher engagement rates. For instance,
N1in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and
Serbia has lower engagement rates.

While left-leaning media can engage
m young people effectively, the level of
engagement varies significantly.

Right-leaning media outlets tend to
m struggle more to engage young people.

Some media outlets, despite high

m overall non-usage rates, maintain strong
engagement within specific audience seg-
ments. For example, Bljesak.info in Bosnia and
Herzegovina and ABC NEWS in Albania cater
effectively to niche interests or specific demo-
graphic groups, capturing their attention de-
spite broader disengagement trends.

Countries with the highest prevalence
m of private media outlets include Albania,
Kosovo, North Macedonia, Romania and
Greece.

Young people in Southeast Europe

= tend to diversify their media consump-
tion across multiple digital platforms rath-
er than committing extensive time to a single
outlet. The upshot is a fragmented media
landscape in which young audiences seek var-
ied content from different sources to satisfy
their information and entertainment needs.
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Migration patterns
and motivations to leave

The issue of youth migration is usually exam-
ined at the social and personal levels, in two con-
trasting ways, namely discourses of opportunity
and discourses of loss (Belmonte and McMahon
2019).”” At the social level, migration is seen as
a favourable opportunity within the European
common (tertiary) education area and single la-
bour market, often within the framework of so-
called “circular”® migration. One downside of this
is the possible (human capital) loss associated
mainly with the departure of many people from
certain countries and areas, depleting their devel-
opment capacity® (Lulle et al. 2021). This problem
of depopulation is often linked with the “escape”
discourse, which postulates that young people
leave their home countries for political reasons
or due to corruption, clientelism, unpredictabil-
ity, lack of personal freedom and political trans-
parency.?

U

On a personal level, migration can represent
an additional favourable opportunity in one’s
life. Learning mobility programmes are becom-
ing increasingly important in the biographies
of young people (Haldimann et al. 2021; Cairns
2022). Beyond direct educational benefits, these
programmes offer opportunities to develop soft
skills, intercultural competencies (Lorenzo-Mole-
do et al. 2023), self-esteem, expanded social net-
works across Europe, and many other benefits
(Roy et al. 2018).

Research shows that participation among EU
young people contributes to more significant sup-
port for and identification with the EU (Oz and
Van Prag 2022). Outside education, the labour
market also provides opportunities for young
people from less developed regions to work in
another country, earn a living and relocate either
temporarily or permanently. However, there are
also personal risks associated with migration, in-
cluding institutional, social and cultural integra-
tion challenges in the destination country and
weakening friendships and familial relationships.

Compared with 2018, in 2024 a more
significant number of young people
would like to change their place

of residence for six months or longer,
and in almost all countries there is a
lower percentage of those who explic-
itly say they do not want to migrate.

As Berg et al. (2013:19) noticed, “access to mobility
is socially differentiated”. Young people from un-
derprivileged backgrounds migrate less frequent-
ly during their education, and if they migrate as
part of labour transitions, they face more signifi-
cant risks, such as illegal stays and precarious jobs.

European Union countries have experienced in-
creased youth migration since the outset. Each
new enlargement of the EU has led to many
young people migrating for education, work and
other reasons. Over the past decade, bilateral
agreements with EU countries and mutual agree-
ments among themselves have facilitated easier
labour migration for Western Balkan countries,
providing young people with new opportunities
to leave, stay and return to their home countries.?!

Desire to migrate

The desire to migrate has changed in the past six
years, becoming more uniform across the region.
More and more young people would like to go
abroad, but the intensity of the desire is weaker
than previously (Figure 32).

8. Migration patterns and motivations to leave
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Fig. 33 Motivation for potential emigration among youth in SEE (in %)
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Compared with 2018, in 2024 a more significant
number of young people would like to change
their place of residence for six months or longer,
and in almost all countries the percentage of
those who explicitly say they do not want to mi-
grate has fallen. This change is particularly pro-
nounced in EU countries such as Bulgaria, Ro-
mania, Croatia and Slovenia. Considering that
young people are predominantly in precarious
and insecure jobs, which were among the first to
be affected by the Covid-19 pandemic, and that
EU countries are part of an open labour market
(the single market) in which it is much easier for
young people to seek jobs abroad, job insecu-
rity and the possibility of mobility have led to a
higher willingness among young people to relo-
cate to another country. However, among those
who wish to leave their home country for at least
six months, the intensity of desire has generally
weakened in all countries except Slovenia.

In many countries, the profile of the youth popu-
lation desiring to emigrate has also changed. This
desire is now more pronounced among the poor-
er segments of the population in Serbia and Croa-
tia. Furthermore, it is now present among young
people from lower social strata in Albania and
Romania, which was not the case previously. In
Bosnia, Bulgaria, Kosovo, North Macedonia, and
Montenegro, the desire was more pronounced
among young people with lower social status
in 2018, but has now become evenly distributed
among young people regardless of their self-per-
ceived social status.

The intensity of the desire to migrate can be
linked to high perceived risks in the country of
origin or optimistic expectations of mobility. On
one hand, the desire to migrate increases when
young people perceive the labour market in their
home country as underdeveloped and anticipate
challenges during the housing transition (leaving
home). On the other hand, migration is driven by
the individual’s aspiration to build a successful ca-
reer and accumulate wealth. Among young peo-
ple in Albania, Bulgaria, Kosovo, and Bosnia and
Herzegovina, the strength of desire is positively
associated with risks (in the labour and housing
markets), while in Greece and Slovenia it is asso-
ciated predominantly with optimism (career and
wealth). In other countries, risks and optimism
are associated with the desire to move abroad.

Regarding the political landscape, the desire
to migrate across the region is closely associat-
ed with distrust in the national parliament and
government. Except for Bulgaria and Romania,
where this link is not statistically significant, the
desire to migrate becomes stronger as distrust

The desire to migrate across the
region is closely associated

with distrust in the national parlia-
ment and government.

in key political institutions increases, highlight-
ing that political disenchantment is an impor-
tant contributor to this desire. In most countries
(excluding Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and
North Macedonia), non-institutional political par-
ticipation (such as protests and petition signing)
is linked to the desire to leave, indicating the sig-
nificance of the discourse of “escape” among ac-
tivist young people.

Motivation to migrate

Most young people who wish to leave their home
country state economic reasons: improving their
standard of living, higher salaries, better employ-
ment opportunities, and opportunities to start a
business. Economic motivation is more prevalent
across the region among young people whose
parents have a lower level of education. Still, this
group does not demonstrate a strong sense of
agency, as they have not taken significant steps
in this direction so far (much less than young peo-
ple with other motives).

Other motivations are derived from particular so-
cio-cultural patterns within each society and their
importance varies. Those who mention cultural
and educational factors as reasons for migration
more often come from families in which the par-
ents are highly educated and themselves have ex-
perience living or studying abroad.

8. Migration patterns and motivations to leave
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Across the region, one in ten young people state
that their primary reason for potential migration
is political. This motivation is most pronounced
in North Macedonia, where 20 per cent of young
people want to leave the country due to corrup-
tion, clientelism and political instability. Turkiye

Most young people who wish to leave
their home country state economic
reasons: improving their standard of
living, higher salaries, better employ-
ment opportunities, and opportunities
to start a business.

and Bosnia and Herzegovina follow, while this
motivation is least pronounced in Montenegro,
Albania, and Kosovo. Political motivation is more
common among young people with highly edu-
cated parents.?2 This population shows a higher
sense of agency, as these young people, both re-
gionally and in specific countries (Albania, Greece,
Kosovo, North Macedonia, and Turkiye), are much
more active (they have already taken some steps)
compared with young people who report other
motives for leaving. Although most young people
have economic reasons for wanting to go, those
with political motivations are more likely to act
on their desire.

Duration of potential
stay abroad

The length of potential stay has also changed.
Young people with a rough idea of how long they
would like to stay in another country opt for a cir-
cular migration pattern in most countries, which
involves leaving but returning (relatively quickly)
to their country of origin. In 2018, young people
from EU countries more frequently opted for cir-
cular migration patterns than those from non-EU
countries. Over the past six years, there has been
a slight decline in interest in circular migration
and an increase in permanent migration in Bul-
garia and Romania.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Croatia and Slovenia saw a slight decrease in per-
manent migration and increased desire for circu-
lar migration. In nearly all non-EU countries, too,
there has been an increased desire for circular mi-
gration and a decrease in those opting for perma-
nent migration. The data show that the region
is gradually integrating into the European and
global educational landscape and labour mar-
kets. Young people recognize the opportunities
and significance of moving within European and
international spaces and the benefits of return-
ing to their home countries. The only exception
to this trend is North Macedonia, where not only
has there been an increase in those wishing to mi-
grate permanently, but it is also the only country
where more than half of the young people want-
ing to migrate prefer permanent relocation.

Across the region as a whole, to date, those who
have been part of educational mobility pro-
grammes see circular migration more often as
preferable to a permanent move. In contrast,
those without such opportunities during their
schooling tend to express a greater desire for
permanent relocation. On the other hand, simply
having the experience of living abroad for more
than six months does not have a uniform effect;
for some, it awakens a desire for more extended
stays, while for others, it leads to a preference for
shorter stays in the future.

Additionally, young people citing cultural and ed-
ucational reasons for leaving are likelier to envi-
sion short-term stays abroad. In contrast, those
citing economic and political reasons prefer per-
manent relocation. This difference is significant-
ly pronounced when comparing EU and non-EU
countries. One in four young people who cite po-
litical reasons for potential migration would per-
manently leave their EU country, whereas this fig-
ure is as high as one in two in non-EU countries.
The situation is similar to economic motives. Sig-
nificantly more young people in non-EU countries
who cite economic reasons for leaving would like
to stay long-term.

8. Migration patterns and motivations to leave
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Fig. 35

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Relationship between types of potential migration and

migration motives among youth in SEE (in %)

All Political Economic Cultural Educational
Circular 58.9 66.0 86.5 836
Permanent 41 34.0 135 16.4

EU Member States

Circular 729 738 87.6 86.1
Permanent 271 26.2 124 13.9
Non-EU Member States

Circular 48.6 59.2 85.3 81s
Permanent 51.4 40.8 14.7 18.2

Assignificant proportion of young people have al-
ready taken steps toward emigration. Most com-
monly, they have reached out to their informal
networks (relatives and friends abroad) for sup-
port in contacting potential employers and oth-
er institutions (such as embassies and schools).
Informal support is a crucial channel for leaving
and integrating into the local culture abroad. It
is more pronounced in non-EU countries. When
young people from non-EU countries emigrate to
EU countries, their institutional status is more pre-
carious as they do not enjoy the same rights as EU
citizens. Informal support networks are therefore
crucial both for leaving the home country and
during the period of their stay. Although there
are no significant gender differences with regard
to the desire to migrate, in all countries men are
more likely to take action towards migration,
which indicates different perceptions of oppor-
tunities and risks. Across the region as a whole,
young people whose parents have a higher edu-
cation are more likely to take action towards mi-
gration. Previous experience living abroad is the
best predictor of whether they are currently tak-
ing steps to emigrate.

Actual migration

Longitudinal data show that the region is rapid-
ly moving. More young people are spending part
of their studies abroad, and an increasing num-
ber have experienced living in another country
for several months.

Although there is no significant gen-
der difference in the desire to migrate,
men are more likely to take action
towards migration in all countries,
which indicates different perceptions
of opportunities and risks.

The importance of mobility programmes during
education cannot be overstated. Participation in
international learning mobility programmes has
increased in all countries, but this growth is signif-
icantly more pronounced in EU countries. EU ed-
ucational policies emphasize the importance of
and support learning mobility programmes, and
the data highlight their significant effects. Data
from 2024 show that one in four young people
in EU countries had the opportunity to spend
time in another country during their education.
Among non-EU countries, such levels of mobility
are present in Tirkiye and Montenegro.

8. Migration patterns and motivations to leave
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Fig.36 Emigration agency of young people in SEE (in %)
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In all countries, girls participate in educational
mobility less frequently than boys, but gender dif-
ferences are particularly pronounced in EU coun-
tries. For instance, in Croatia, 27.4 % of men and
16.3 % of women have participated in education-
al mobility programmes. The figures for Bulgar-
ia are 27.9 % of men and 23.2% of women; while
in Romania they are 32.6 % of men and 19.8 % of
women; in Slovenia, 32.9 % of men and 18.7 % of
women, and in Greece, 27.1% of men and 22.1%
of women. These differences have emerged over
the past six years, as EU Member States previously
had a relative gender balance concerning youth
educational mobility, according to 2018 data. The
most significant gender disparities are due to un-
equal participation in mobility programmes at
the tertiary level.

In all countries, young women
participate in educational mobility
less frequently than men, but
gender differences are particularly
pronounced in EU countries.

In most countries, parents’ higher education is
associated with participation in learning mobil-
ity programmes. This is especially pronounced at
the tertiary level, where children of parents with
a higher education are more likely to take part
and to pursue higher education than children
from families in which the parents have a low-
er educational level. Educational mobility dur-
ing secondary school is less selective than at the
tertiary level. Parental education significantly in-
fluences migration during secondary school only
in Croatia, where children with highly educated
parents are more frequently part of mobility pro-
grammes. However, in vocational schools, young
people with highly educated parents in Albania,
Croatia, Montenegro, Serbia, Greece, and Slo-
venia are more likely to migrate for educational
reasons. These analyses indicate that the cultur-
al capital of the family of origin (parental edu-
cation) is crucial in reproducing inequalities in
learning mobility practices.

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Additionally, more young people are spending a
longer time abroad for other purposes. Except in
Serbia, Montenegro and Kosovo, young people in
the region report having had the opportunity to
spend more than six months abroad. Once again,
the most significant growth between the two sur-
vey waves occurred in EU countries. Interestingly,
the differences with regard to the experience of
living in another country between EU and non-
EU countries are smaller than with regard to ed-
ucational mobility.

What does mobility
bring (or take away)?

It is striking that in most countries (except Ser-
bia, Montenegro, and North Macedonia), young
people who have participated in mobility pro-
grammes exhibit more authoritarian? attitudes
and lower support for democracy? than those
who have not participated in such programmes.
As Figure 39 shows, learning mobility programmes
are not positively associated with acceptance of
democracy and critical questioning of autocratic
political views; indeed, the opposite appears to be
true. This connection is much stronger at the sec-
ondary and vocational levels than at the tertiary
level. However, even during tertiary education
learning mobility does not show positive associ-
ations with acceptance of democracy and rejec-
tion of autocracy.

These results raise questions about young peo-
ple’s experiences of these programmes and how
they integrate them into their worldviews upon
return. One might have expected that experienc-
es in other countries would provide a broader
perspective and encourage young people to be
more open-minded, accepting democratic prin-
ciples and values. Understanding why this is not
the case requires us to rethink the design of these
programmes.
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Fig.37 Past migration patterns for educational purposes among youth in SEE (in %)

>
-
®
3,
o

Bosnia-Herzegovina

. w
3 2= 9 g \
@ o o Q |
[} [} Q 0
< o =3 = /
o ] o - i

Montenegro

"

North Macedonia

-
-

F
°
3
.
2
Bl

N\ wv /
o
1
=
y = \

Slovenia

Turkiye

Share of respondents who have stayed abroad for learning or training purposes
(outside the country where they received their prior education) or are currently abroad

107
4.6

@ FES Youth Study SEE 2024
FES Youth Study SEE 2018
2290 [ m—m—
0.0 no data available

8. Migration patterns and motivations to leave



86

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

Fig.38 Share of youth in SEE who stayed abroad for more than six months (in %)
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Fig.39 Relationship between participation in learning mobility programmes
at different educational levels and political attitudes
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Even though young people who have partici-
pated in learning mobility programmes are less
supportive of democracy, in all countries they
are more willing to engage in political process-
es, both in person (demonstrations, volunteer-
ing, political parties) and online (petitions, shar-
ing, and so on).

Although somewhat weaker, similar effects are
observed in young people who have spent at
least six months living abroad. This experience is
associated with higher support for authoritarian-
ism in Slovenia and Greece and lower support for
democracy in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montene-
gro, Romania, Greece and Turkiye.

Main takeaways

The desire to migrate has become more
m uniform across the region and is felt by
more young people, although the intensity of
the desire has decreased over the past six
years.

There has been a shift from permanent
m to circular migration patterns in most
countries. Non-EU countries show more inter-
est in circular migration and less in permanent
migration than previously.

Economic reasons are the primary moti-

m vators for moving abroad. However,
political reasons also are present in the region.
Political motivations lead individuals to take
more proactive steps toward migration. Dis-
trust in the national parliament and govern-
ment, for example, correlates with a desire to
move abroad, except in Bulgaria and Romania.

Young people with educational mobility
m experience prefer circular migration.
Economic and political reasons tend to lead to
a preference for permanent relocation, while
academic and cultural migration motives more
often point toward short-term plans for stay-
ing abroad.

Participation in educational mobility pro-
m grammes has increased, notably in EU
countries, but there are significant gender dis-
parities, with young men participating more
than young women.

Participation in mobility programmes is
m positively associated with authoritarian
attitudes and lower support for democracy.
On the other hand, such participants are more
politically active.

8. Migration patterns and motivations to leave
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Transitions to adulthood
and family formation

The extended period during which recent gen-
erations have continued their education goes
hand in hand with later entry to the labour mar-
ket. This, in turn, has prolonged young people’s
financial and material dependence on their par-
ents and the state (Furlong and Cartmel 2007).
The structural patterns that characterise this rel-
atively late transition to autonomy include high
youth unemployment rates, low wages that are
insufficient to enable the purchase or even rental
of increasingly expensive real estate, unregulat-
ed housing markets and inadequate institutional
support (lacovou 2011: 4). Additionally, in Medi-
terranean countries, the value system also influ-
ences prolonged (semi)dependence. Among both
the general population and young people fa-
milism is still very present and it highly values in-
tensive family relationships and intergeneration-
al solidarity (Walter 2006). This means that many
young people remain in their parents’ household
for prolonged periods by choice and often start
their own families while still living with their par-
ents. Additionally, for many of them, there is no
period of independent living between leaving
their parental home and starting their own fami-
ly. However, this situation can lead to intergener-
ational misunderstandings, conflicts and dissatis-
faction, especially when new generations bring
new individualist values that cannot be realized
with existing personal, family and institutional re-
sources.

In this chapter, we will attempt to identify pat-
terns and changes in (1) intergenerational rela-
tionships within the family, (2) partnership tran-
sition, (3) parental transition, and (4) the overall
transition into adulthood.

More generational
understanding
within the family

Relationships with parents are generally posi-
tive, with minimal conflicts and misunderstand-
ings, suggesting that families jointly address con-
temporary risks and challenges. Young people
in Kosovo and Albania report the best relation-
ships with their parents, with slightly more chal-
lenges reported by young people in Turkiye. In
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Romania, Ser-
bia, Greece and Turkiye, girls (young women)
are more likely than boys (young men) to report
less harmonious relationships with their parents,
which highlights a gender pattern in genera-
tional disagreements and suggests a potential
challenge to the patriarchal legacy. Also, values
associated with personal autonomy negative-
ly correlate with the degree of agreement with
parents (especially in Albania, Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, Macedonia, Romania, Serbia and Tur-
kiye), implying generational differences in views
on personal autonomy as a possible cause of dis-
agreements and potential conflicts. This relation-
ship is stronger among boys than girls. While
living with parents, disagreements are more fre-
quent. When young people move out, the level
of agreement increases, showing that residential
autonomy brings other aspects of personal au-
tonomy, lower levels of control and higher levels
of agreement between young people and their
parents. Comparisons with data from 2018 show
that in all countries (except North Macedonia), in-
tergenerational relationships within families have
become less conflictual and have fewer direct dis-
agreements.

9. Transitions to adulthood and family formation
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Fig. 40 Relationship with parents among youth in SEE (in %)

@© is based on the response ‘We get along very well. @ ‘We do not get along’ includes the answers
‘In general, we do not get along, we often argue’ and ‘Very conflictual relationship”.

2018 2024
All Male Female All Male Female
©® 60.0 63.7 56.2 63.8 618 65.2
Albania
® 11 14 1.0 33 44 25
® 46.0 449 471 46.7 52.0 39.7
Bosnia and Herzegovina
® 9.5 9.6 93 29 1.6 4.1
® 417 36.8 46.8 471 49.4 443
Bulgaria
® 8.2 10.4 5.7 5.8 5.2 6.4
® 345 308 38.0 52.2 58.6 454
Croatia
® 9.8 12.0 78 6.7 6.2 71
® 618 60.1 63.8 67.7 60.9 715
Kosovo
® 1.7 16 2.0 238 31 2.7
® 54.4 55.7 53.0 46.3 438 47.9
North Macedonia
® 7.9 9.2 6.7 6.8 9.0 5.2
® 36.0 371 349 493 53.7 449
Montenegro
® 438 6.2 35 48 5.1 45
® 50.2 496 50.9 49.7 52.4 46.9
Romania
® 438 5.4 4.2 5.7 7.4 3.7
® 306 275 335 42.0 47.8 36.3
Serbia
® 7.0 8.1 5.9 5.8 3.8 7.6
® 39.0 384 397 443 50.8 378
Slovenia
® 15.4 15.6 15.2 4.4 3.6 5.1
@) - - - 44.6 46.3 426
Greece
® - - - 6.2 46 7.8
® - - - 338 40.2 266
Turkiye
® - - - 838 88 8.9

9. Transitions to adulthood and family formation
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Fig. 41 Important factors when choosing a partner for youth in SEE

Mean values on a scale from 1 (not at all important) to 5 (very important)

Religious beliefs National origin Education level
2024 23 2.8 3.8
Albania
2018 23 2.3 4.0
2024 3.2 2.7 3.2
Bosnia and Herzegovina
2018 3.9 3.7 3.8
2024 2.7 2.8 3.5
Bulgaria
2018 3.4 3.7 3.8
2024 2.7 2.3 3.0
Croatia
2018 3.2 3.1 3.4
Greece 2024 2.7 25 34
2024 4.3 43 3.9
Kosovo
2018 4.2 3.0 4.1
2024 3.4 2.9 3.4
Montenegro
2018 3.1 2.8 3.7
2024 3.7 3.6 3.5
North Macedonia
2018 4.0 3.7 3.8
2024 25 2.2 3.3
Romania
2018 3.2 3.0 3.9
2024 2.7 2.2 3.0
Serbia
2018 2.7 2.7 3.5
2024 25 25 2.7
Slovenia
2018 23 2.3 3.1
Tuarkiye 2024 3.2 2.9 3.7
H The countries in which these traits remain more
Partnership ! _
. important to young people include Kosovo, North
and famlly Macedonia, Montenegro and Turkiye, and they
H are least significant in Slovenia, Greece, Roma-
formation g

nia, Serbia and Bulgaria. Among young people in
The criteria for choosing a partner are changing, all countries, a higher degree of conservatism in
with young people in most countries becoming choosing a partner or spouse correlates positively
less traditional (Figure 41). Fewer individuals con-  with patriarchal values, ethnonationalism and po-
sider ethnic background, religion, virginity and litical authoritarianism and negatively with the ac-
family approval important when selecting a part- ceptance of LBGTQ+ rights and norms of individ-
ner. ual choice.

9. Transitions to adulthood and family formation
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This indicates a complex set of interrelated val-
ues that amplify each other. Social distance in the
private, intimate sphere depends on the promo-
tion and acceptance of authoritarian, nationalis-
tic and patriarchal values, which are opposed to
personal autonomy and the value of choice in
one’s own and others’ lives.

Attitudes on
partnership and
parenthood

Young people still highly value parenthood and
marriage, but parenthood is slightly more impor-
tant. The greater importance attached to mar-
riage and parenthood is negatively correlated
with individual choice norms across the entire
sample (as well as in most countries) and positive-
ly correlated with patriarchal, authoritarian and
ethnonationalist values. This suggests that tra-
ditional views underpin the significance of mar-
riage and family life among young people. Con-
versely, less autocratic and patriarchal worldviews
lead to a greater acceptance of alternative per-
spectives on personal, partnership and family life.

In all countries, attitudes toward parenthood
and marriage are modernizing, and both are los-
ing their importance as core values. The most sig-
nificant decline can be observed in EU Member
States (Bulgaria, Croatia and Romania). The most
minor change, by contrast, can be seen in Koso-
vo and Albania, where there has been hardly any
shift. Being within the EU framework correlates
with the modernization of values, emphasizing
individualism more and family and traditional
partnerships (marriage) less.

There are significant variations in the desire for
parenthood. The smallest shares of young peo-
ple who do not see themselves as becoming par-
ents are observed in Kosovo (0.9 %) and Albania
(4.3%), while the highest are in Bosnia and Herze-
govina (42.6 %) and Slovenia (46.9 %). Individual
choice norms are negatively associated with the
desire for parenthood across the entire region
(and in almost all countries).

Young people who emphasize the importance
of personal choice are more likely to reject the
idea of parenthood and see themselves as child-
free. This result shows that starting a family is per-
ceived as a form of pressure and conformity to
the community (family, nation), so rejecting it be-
comes part of a discourse of resistance and the
defence of personal freedoms.

However, although many people do not see
themselves as parents, those who want children
typically desire more than what is needed for sim-
ple population replacement. The lowest desired
number of children is in Romania, at 2, while the
highest is in Kosovo, at 2.8. The desired number of
children also varies with individual choice norms,
suggesting that higher birth rates are linked to
norms that put less emphasis on individual free-
doms and choice.

Although consensual unions can serve as a form
of preparation for marriage (Bobi¢ 2007), their
prevalence indicates a process of partnership
modernization. They offer an alternative to mar-
riage, imply greater freedom and democratic re-
lationships, and legitimize premarital sexual rela-
tions. Significant variations in cohabitation rates
characterize the region. Higher rates of cohabita-
tion are present in EU countries (Slovenia 21.5 %,
Bulgaria 18.2 %, Romania 12.1%, Greece 12.1%),
while the lowest rates are in Kosovo (0.2 %) and

Marriage and parenthood are more
important to young people with
patriarchal, authoritarian or ethno-
nationalist values and less important
to those who prioritize individual
choice.

Turkiye (1.5 %), positioning the EU as a context of
more intensive partnership modernization. How-
ever, all countries (except Kosovo) have recorded
an increase in cohabitation since 2018, with the
highest increase in Serbia (from 5.4 % to 11.6 %),
indicating that processes of partnership modern-
ization, though slower, are occurring everywhere
under the influence of broader global processes,
popular culture and the general modernization
of gender and partnership values.

9. Transitions to adulthood and family formation
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Importance of family for youth in SEE

Youth Study Southeast Europe 2024

How important are the following things to you?
Scale from 1 (not at all important) to 5 (very important)

2018 2024 2018 2024 2024 2018 2024 2018 2024

< =00
Bulgaria Croatia G;e Kosovo Montenegro
Parenthood

among young
people

The region’s highest proportion of young par-
ents is in Turkiye (15.7 %), followed by Slovenia
(13.4 %), Romania (12.6 %), Kosovo (11.9 %), Bul-
garia (10.5 %), Serbia (9.6 %), and Croatia (9.4 %).
Lower percentages are found in Albania (6.9 %),
Bosnia and Herzegovina (6.6 %), and Macedonia
(6 %). Compared with the last survey, the percent-
age of young parents has decreased in Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Bulgaria, while it
has increased in Serbia and Slovenia.

Young people typically follow standard transi-
tions that involve completing education, obtain-
ing a job and starting a family. We find some in-
teresting results and trends when examining the
relationship between various life events. First,
considerable regional diversity exists with regard
to pursuing education and parenthood simulta-
neously. Among parents, those who are simul-
taneously studying are most common in Turkiye
(64.7 %), followed by Bulgaria (37 %), North Mac-
edonia (34.8 %), Bosnia and Herzegovina (33.3 %),
Albania (26.1%), Slovenia (25.6 %), Montenegro
(23.7 %), Greece (22.9 %), Romania (21 %), Serbia
(17.6 %), and Croatia (15.6 %).

Having children Getting/being married

2018

s 0 0 ¢ 0O

North Romania Serbia Slovenia Turkiye
Macedonia

2024 2018 2024 2018 2024 2018 2024 2024

Kosovo brings up the rear with only 6.6 %. Com-
pared with 2018, the proportion of parents and
students has increased in Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia and Romania, pri-
marily at the tertiary education level. No country
has experienced a decline in this trend. The com-
bination of parenthood and schooling suggests
two possible phenomena. First, it indicates pro-
longed periods of education, with young people
attempting to integrate various transitions, devi-
ating from traditional life-course models. Second,
it points to an increase in the feasibility of com-
bining family and educational transitions, wheth-
er due to institutional, market or familial changes
in the nature and extent of support.

Regarding housing arrangements, on aver-
age, three-quarters of young parents live inde-
pendently from their parents, while one-quarter
live with their parents (in their household). The
highest proportion of independent young par-
ents is in Greece (97.4 %), followed by Croatia
(85.1%), Turkiye (84.1 %), Romania (82.2 %), Slo-
venia (81.7 %), Bulgaria (79.5 %), Serbia (73.6 %),
Kosovo (73.4 %), Bosnia and Herzegovina (72.7 %),
Montenegro (70 %), North Macedonia (67.7 %),
and Albania (66 %).

9. Transitions to adulthood and family formation
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No significant changes have occurred in this re-
gard in any country, indicating that the challeng-
es of establishing one’s household and family re-
main persistent.

The transition to
adulthood

The overall transition to adulthood was oper-
ationalized through school-to-work and hous-
ing-partnership transitions. Entering the labour
market, securing a sufficient income and ensur-
ing long-term financial stability are prerequisites
for transitioning to independent housing and
starting a life with a partner or a spouse. We ap-
plied a similar approach, trying to identify the de-
gree of young people’s (in)dependence in terms
of key life events. The model is based on Galland’s
(2003) independence model, which has been
slightly modified given the changed social cir-
cumstances. Four key events were used as mark-
ers of autonomy: (1) completion of formal edu-
cation, (2) employment (regardless of the type
of contract), (3) independent housing, and (4)
marriage or cohabitation. Data are presented for
each event individually and together, but only for
the oldest cohort, ages 25 to 29.

The figure for overall transition into adulthood
(Figure 43) shows that young people in EU coun-
tries have faster transitions to adulthood. More
than half of young people in Romania, Bulgar-
ia and Slovenia experience all four events by the
age of 30. The slowest transitions are seen among
young people in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Koso-
vo and Albania, where only slightly more than a
third experience all four events by age 30. In Ser-
bia, Turkiye and Kosovo, one in ten young peo-
ple aged 25-29 have not experienced any key life
events, indicating that they remained dependent
on their parents for a long time.

In Serbia, North Macedonia, and Montenegro,
the transition to adulthood has significantly ac-
celerated in 2024 compared with 2018. In Slo-
venia and Romania, there has been a slight ac-
celeration. Conversely, in Bulgaria and Albania,
the transition may have slightly slowed. In other
countries, there have been no significant chang-
es compared with 2018.

Regarding individual events, the situation is as
follows: In terms of education, the transition has
been prolonged in some countries (Romania, Bul-
garia, Croatia and Albania), while in others this
transition has accelerated (Slovenia, Serbia and
Kosovo). In most countries, the pace of work
transition has remained the same. It is somewhat
slower in Bulgaria and Serbia, but faster in Slo-
venia, Montenegro, Albania, Kosovo, and Bosnia
and Herzegovina, with more young adults aged
26-29 employed than in 2018. In all countries, the
housing transition has accelerated, particularly in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Croatia and Al-
bania, bringing these countries closer to the high
levels of housing autonomy seen in countries
such as Slovenia and Romania (which has further
accelerated the housing transition). However, the
cause is probably an increase in participation in
tertiary education and moving out of the paren-
tal home (probably temporarily) (White 1994).
The pace of forming partnerships (cohabitation
and marriage) is faster in Slovenia, Serbia, Mon-
tenegro, and North Macedonia, while it is slower
in Croatia, Albania, Kosovo, and Bosnia and Her-
zegovina.

A trend of leaving the parental house-
hold earlier than in 2018 is evident
across the entire youth population
(not just the oldest cohort) and is
associated with a greater desire for
independent living.

The trend of leaving the parental household ear-
lier than in 2018 is evident across the entire youth
population (not just the oldest cohort) and is as-
sociated with a greater desire for independent
living. Few people still live with their parents,
saying it suits them. Except in Slovenia, Monte-
negro, and Kosovo, the percentage of individuals
who say “I live with my parents because it is the
simplest and most comfortable solution” has de-
creased in all countries. Additionally, the number
of those who would move out if they had enough
money or if their parents did not oppose the de-
cision has increased.

9. Transitions to adulthood and family formation
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Fig.43 (In)dependence of young people in SEE (in %)

Number of transitioning events into adulthood and autonomy for young people (ages 25-29).
Data for individual events and total number of events.

Finished Having Independent Marriage or
0 1-2 3-4 education ajob housing cohabitation

2024 25 60.4 371 81.3 743 48.8 333

Albania
2018 0.9 57.0 421 93.9 51.2 383 43.6
2024 4.0 61.0 35.0 65.0 66.9 46.0 323

Bosnia and Herzegovina
2018 104 53.9 357 85.7 48.6 29.8 43.0
2024 2.2 40.7 57.2 76.7 70.2 68.6 49.1

Bulgaria
2018 1.0 36.9 62.1 89.2 828 571 55.9
2024 5.4 46.2 48.4 76.4 77.8 58.8 335

Croatia
2018 6.2 441 49.7 88.0 75.7 453 45.7
Greece 2024 7.6 433 49.1 67.3 61.9 69.3 40.7
2024 8.8 54.7 36.5 83.9 54.1 38.9 40.5

Kosovo
2018 10.9 52.0 374 725 426 35.6 455
2024 6.1 56.4 375 64.4 734 448 40.3

Montenegro
2018 10.1 62.8 274 63.2 61.0 429 29.6
2024 53 54.9 39.8 71.4 724 38.2 37.6

North Macedonia
2018 8.1 64.6 27.4 77.6 65.2 29.2 30.4
2024 23 358 61.9 735 72.2 69.1 60.6

Romania
2018 3.4 388 578 90.5 76.8 55.2 54.6
2024 10.9 477 41.4 67.1 54.7 54.1 426

Serbia
2018 144 555 3041 575 61.8 395 285
2024 53 41.2 535 65.3 75.2 57.0 64.7

Slovenia
2018 119 40.8 473 59.1 63.8 52.0 49.8
Tuarkiye 2024 10.9 46.0 431 36.0 716 61.7 46.6

The events are shown individually and grouped according to the number of events experienced. A 0 indicates
that the individual has not experienced any listed events, 1-2 indicates they have experienced one or two, and 3-4
means they have experienced three or four life events, suggesting the pace of transition into adulthood.
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Main takeaways

The relationships between generations

m are pretty good, with tiny misunderstand-
ings and conflicts and more harmony than
in 2018. In some countries (Bosnia and Herze-
govina, Croatia, Romania, Serbia, Greece,
and Turkiye), girls face more challenges with
their parents, but boys (in Albania, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Romania, Serbia,
and Turkiye) also face difficulties if they have
pronounced values of personal autonomy. This
suggests that when patriarchal and conform-
ist values are more prevalent in the parental
generation, they are likely to lead to intergen-
erational misunderstandings and conflicts if
their children hold opposing stances about
their lives and autonomy.

The criteria for choosing a partner are

m becoming less traditional. Where they
are conservative, they positively correlate with
patriarchal values, ethnonationalism, and
political authoritarianism and negatively with
the acceptance of LGBTQ+ rights and norms
of individual choice. Given the decline of the
former and the rise of the latter, it is clear that
this involves a pattern change with regard to
a complex set of interconnected values.

Young people highly value parenthood
= and marriage, but attitudes towards

partnership and parenthood have modern-
ized in all countries, as these values are losing
their importance, especially in EU countries
(Bulgaria, Croatia, and Romania). There has
been very little change in Kosovo and Albania,
however.

The increase in cohabitation rates
m suggests that partnership is modernizing,
and young people are opting to live together
outside marriage (even as a so-called “prepara-
tory phase”).

There is better alignment between pa-

m rental and educational transitions, with
more parents in most countries having the
opportunity to pursue higher education. This
indicates that institutional and personal
resources are increasing in ways that provide
more options for young people in organizing
their lives.

The housing transition among young
m parents has not changed in any country,
indicating that young families’ challenges
in acquiring property remain constant. In such
cases, they commonly live with their parents
even after having a child.

The overall transition to adulthood is

m more favourable in EU countries, suggest-
ing that a higher standard of living, better
job opportunities, and institutional support
help young people gain autonomy more quick-
ly. Certain advancements in non-EU countries
(especially Serbia, Montenegro, and North
Macedonia) are bringing young people in the
Western Balkans closer to their EU peers.

9. Transitions to adulthood and family formation
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Conclusion and policy
recommendations

The findings from the Youth Study SEE 2024 high-
light persistent socio-economic challenges, ine-
qualities, and corruption that continue to shape
the lives of young people in the region. Similar
to the Youth Study SEE 2018, corruption in edu-
cation remains a significant issue, manifesting in
practices such as bribery for higher grades and un-
fair distribution of resources. Additionally, precari-
ous employment continues to dominate the labor
market in 2024, with corruption further eroding
the quality and integrity of both education and
employment. Party membership and political af-
filiation still play a notable role in securing jobs,
particularly in non-EU and Western Balkan coun-
tries, though this influence has slightly diminished
in most countries.

These findings underscore the need for compre-
hensive policy reforms, focusing on improving la-
bor markets and education systems. Governments
should enhance labor laws to protect young
workers from precarious conditions, such as un-
stable contracts, low wages, and lack of benefits.
Addressing gender disparities in employment is
crucial, as young women currently face higher un-
employment risks, are less likely to seek employ-
ment, and are more often employed in lower-pay-
ing professions such as education, healthcare, and
the humanities. Encouraging youth representa-
tion in unions could help secure better job pro-
tections and mobilize political engagement. Ex-
panding vocational education programs to align
with labor market needs could also reduce youth
unemployment.

To combat corruption, it is essential to restore
trust and integrity in education systems. Imple-
menting stringent anti-corruption measures and
ensuring transparency in resource allocation are
necessary to foster a trustworthy and equitable
educational environment. In particular, Western
Balkan governments must address the pervasive
perception of corruption in securing employment
through political connections.

In terms of socio-political values, the study reveals
significant shifts compared to previous findings.
Although support for a welfare state remains
high, young people are increasingly moving away
from authoritarian welfarism toward more liber-
tarian attitudes.

The proportion of non-religious young people is
also growing across the region, with some coun-
tries experiencing religious polarization. This de-
cline in religiosity is more pronounced among
women than men. While ethnonationalism is
generally declining, it remains high or has even
risen in some countries, particularly among men,
although the gender gap has narrowed slightly
since 2018.

These findings suggest the need for targeted
measures to address ethnonationalism, particu-
larly among young men. Political stakeholders
should foster economic and educational initia-
tives that transcend cultural and historical divi-
sions. Strengthening democratic institutions and
the rule of law should be prioritized, along with
reconciliation and peacebuilding activities aimed
at countering violent extremism. In addition to
institutional reforms, ethnonationalism must be
tackled in the discursive sphere. Combating dis-
information and safeguarding media independ-
ence are critical to preventing the spread of eth-
nonationalist ideas, especially those targeting
young men.

Furthermore, it is worth noting that the move to-
wards norms centered on individual choice does
not always correlate with greater support for
LGBTQIA+ rights. In fact, our findings reveal a no-
table shift in youth opinion in the opposite direc-
tion. In the majority of the countries that we sur-
veyed, the proportion of young people who feel
that the LGBTQIA+ community enjoys excessive
rights has risen significantly. To address the shift
in youth opinion towards perceiving LGBTQIA+
rights, it is crucial to implement comprehensive
sex education and to advocate for inclusive pol-
icies.

On a positive note, young people in the region
are increasingly satisfied with the democratic and
economic outlook in their home countries, nar-
rowing the gap in satisfaction with the EU. In
non-EU countries, the prospect of EU member-
ship remains a source of optimism. Governments
should pursue domestic reforms to bring their
countries closer to EU membership, addressing
key concerns such as corruption, unemployment,
and emigration.

Conclusion and policy recommendations
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When it comes to political perceptions and partic-
ipation, the study shows a slight increase in polit-
ical interest and self-assessed political knowledge
among young people compared to previous stud-
ies, though both remain low. Despite this, the vast
majority of young people feel underrepresented
in national politics, with this sentiment particu-
larly strong among women. To address this, gov-
ernments should implement policies that increase
youth participation in politics, with a special focus
on young women. Enhancing political representa-
tion could boost both political interest and partic-
ipation among young people.

Electoral participation remains the primary mode
of political engagement, with stable voter turn-
out. However, it is still uncommon for young peo-
ple in SEE to run for political office, and many
abstain from voting because they feel no party
appeals to them or that their vote won’t make a
difference. This underscores the need for politi-
cal parties to address the specific needs of young
people and to promote youth-targeted political
education campaigns that emphasize the impor-
tance of voting and political participation.

Non-electoral political activities, widely embraced
by young people in other parts of the world, re-
main limited in the SEE region. Gender differenc-
es are apparent, with women more frequently en-
gaging in volunteer work, civil society activities,
and political boycotts. Additionally, young peo-
ple who identify with right-wing ideologies dis-
play higher levels of political engagement. Parties
on the left need to find better ways to mobilize
young people, while political actors should pro-
mote and fund civic education programs that em-
phasize the importance of non-electoral political
engagement.

A concerning trend identified in the study is the
declining support for democracy as the preferred
form of government, alongside growing gender
gaps in ideological orientation, with young wom-
en tending to hold more left-leaning views than
men. While most young people in SEE still express
support for democratic values, there is a grow-
ing openness to authoritarian leadership, reflect-
ing uncertainty about democracy’s ability to meet
their needs.

Regional stakeholders must actively promote and
defend democratic principles, emphasizing that
no alternative system of governance can deliver
better economic or societal outcomes for young
people.

In terms of media consumption, social media
platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and You-
Tube have become the primary sources of news
and entertainment for young people in the re-
gion. Governments and educational institutions
should implement comprehensive digital literacy
programs to equip young people with the skills
needed to critically assess and engage with digi-
tal media, helping them discern credible informa-
tion from misinformation.

The study also highlights evolving migration pat-
terns, with an increasing number of young peo-
ple expressing a desire to migrate, although the
intensity of this desire has decreased. Economic
factors remain the primary motivation, but po-
litical considerations are also significant. Nota-
bly, there has been a shift from permanent to cir-
cular migration, particularly in non-EU countries.
Governments should invest in job creation and
economic development to address the primary
economic motivations for migration and devel-
op programs that encourage young people to re-
turn to their home countries.

Participation in educational mobility programs
has increased, particularly in EU countries, with
young men participating more than young wom-
en. Stakeholders should create policies to address
this gender gap in educational mobility partici-
pation.

Finally, regarding the transition to adulthood,
young people’s attitudes toward parenthood
and marriage are modernizing, especially in EU
countries, while housing challenges for young
parents remain significant. Policymakers should
support young people’s transition into adulthood
by enacting employment policies that ensure sta-
ble jobs with secured employee rights and hous-
ing policies that provide affordable housing for
young people.

Conclusion and policy recommendations
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Endnotes

Among those who responded that their current
working field requires a lower level of formal educa-
tion compared to their qualifications, 56.2 % are
male, 49.6 % are from urban areas, and 50 % aged
between 25 and 29.

2 The dataset, however, only includes certain elements
that could provide deeper insights into the dynamics
of precarity in the region. Specifically, it lacks informa-
tion on the number of jobs the respondents hold, the
length of their employment with the same employer,
as well as their financial independence, which could
be assessed through the duration of their work. Ad-
ditionally, the dataset does not cover self-assessment
questions, such as whether temporary employment
is a personal choice or the result of structural challeng-
es, nor does it address job satisfaction. This limitation
needs to be acknowledged when interpreting the
findings.

3 The term comes from the recent book by Ronald
Inglehart (2021), who coined it to denote tolerance
of divorce, abortion and homosexuality, as well as
support for equality. In our case, we merged items
measuring tolerance towards homosexuality and
abortion (both were recoded from a 1-10 to a 1-5
scale) and an item measuring social distance towards
people from the LGBTQIA+ community. Cronbach’s
alpha at the level of the entire sample from 2018
and 2024 was 0.769.

4 Agreement with the statement “We should have a
strong leader who does not have to bother with
Parliament or elections”.

5 Itshould be noted that gender differences are not
statistically significant at the level of each individual
country. In 2024, this was the case for Bulgaria,
Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro, and Tirkiye.

6 In orderto make the results easier to interpret, we
merged items measuring trust in eight different
institutions. These institutions were: national govern-
ment, national parliament, local government, political
parties, judiciary, (courts), civil society organizations,
police, and army. The Cronbach'’s alpha of internal
consistency for the newly created variable was 0.895.

7 These are also the three countries with highest shares
of young people who support EU membership.
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Because concerns about corruption and unemploy-
ment were measured slightly differently in 2018, we
cannot directly compare percentages across time.
Nevertheless, it is safe to assume that the rankings
of these top issues have remained consistent.

This debate arises from the traditional, convention-

al understanding of political participation, which
prioritizes holding governments accountable through
voting, campaigning and party activities (Dahl 1973),
in contrast to unconventional forms, such as protests,
strikes or demonstrations, petitions and other civil
activities such as volunteering or social movements
(cf. Linssen et al. 2011; van Deth 2001; Verba and Nie
1972). One should also pay attention to the potential
use and mobilization of role of young people by the
regime to legitimize it. By intensifying their commit-
ment through the ideological apparatus, political
rituals, clientelist networks and economic dependence,
this instrumentalized activism shows that govern-
ments would like to see a loyal youth focused on con-
solidating the status quo rather than being catalysts
for societal change.

However, it is important to underline that the ques-
tion on self-assessed political knowledge was both
posed and measured differently in the previous

wave of the FES Youth Study. In 2018, the question
asked about political knowledge concerned the extent
to which the respondents agree with the statement

“I know a lot about politics” on a scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). In contrast, the 2024
survey asked “How much do you know about politics?”,
with responses on a scale from 1 (nothing at all) to 5

(I know a lot). The question wording “a lot” could

have influenced respondents to give lower agreement
ratings because they feel less confident or more aware
of their limitations with regard to political knowledge
than a differently phrased question, like in the 2024
survey.

This trend has remained virtually unchanged from

the last round of the youth survey. The share of young
people who answered “very well”
the FES Youth Study in 2018 to the question how well

are young people's interest represented in national

and “quite well” in

politics is 13 %, while the share of answers to the same
question in 2024 is 13.4 %.

Endnotes
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As seen in this survey, 70.2 % of those who refrained
from voting as a matter of principle, and 67 % who
abstained from voting believing their vote wouldn't
make any difference also reported very low levels

of interest in politics.

As already noted, to make results easier to interpret,
items measuring trust in national institutions and
different political initiatives to show political partici-
pation were merged into one variable. New variables
related to political initiatives include the following:
signing a list of political demands/supporting an
online petition; participating in a demonstration; par-
ticipating in the activities of volunteer or civil society
organizations; working in a political party or political
group; ceasing to buy things for political or environ-
mental reasons; and participating in political activities
online/in social networks.

These scores are based on a 3-point scale, where 1
indicates “No”, 2 denotes "I haven't yet, but | would”,
and 3 means “I've done this”, based on the question:
“Have you done or would you do any of the following?”
with regard to the different forms of political engage-
ment: “Signed a list of political demands/Supported
an online petition”; “Participated in a demonstration”;
"Participated in volunteer or civil society organization
activities”; “Worked for a political party or political
group”; “Stopped buying things for political or
environmental reasons”; and “Participated in political
activities online/on social media”.

Percentages of those choosing answers 4 (“Agree”)
or5 ("Completely agree”) on a scale of 1to 5.

Even with high internet penetration rates in Southeast
Europe, it's noteworthy that these figures surpass
those of countries such as Germany (91.6 %), and Italy
(around 86.4 %) as of 2023 (DataReportal — Global
Digital Insights 2023).

I would like to thank my colleague Prof Dr. Smiljka
Tomanovi¢ from the University of Belgrade for
valuable comments on earlier drafts of the chapters
that | wrote.

Circular migration refers to short-term or medium-
term movement patterns that involve leaving the
country of origin and then returning, whether these
movements are regular, occasional or one-time events.

19 Brain drain refers to the emigration of highly edu-
cated and skilled young people. In contrast, capacity
drain refers to the emigration of young people of
all educational levels who hold specific skills that are
difficult to replace in their country of origin.

20 This discourse is particularly prominent in countries
experiencing significant crises in democratic institu-
tions, such as the Western Balkans.

21 Although migration from other parts of the world
(Africa, the Middle East) and the forced migration of
young people to Europe are significant for both the
regional context and the EU, they were not the focus
of this study.

22 With significant correlations in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Croatia, North Macedonia, and Serbia.

23 The Autocracy Scale is constructed from four 5-point
items: “Under certain circumstances, dictatorship is
a better form of government than democracy”, “We
should have a strong leader who does not have to
bother with Parliament or elections”, “l would sacrifice
some civil liberties to secure a higher standard of liv-
ing”, and “sometimes civil liberties should be restricted
to better protect citizens from terrorism or other
threats”. Cronbach's Alpha coefficient for all countries
is .69, ranging from .53 in Albania to .75 in Romania.

24 The Democracy Scale is constructed from two 5-point
items: “"democracy is a good form of government

|

in general” and “democracy is always and under all
circumstances preferable to any other kind of govern-
ment”. Cronbach's Alpha coefficient for all countries

is .81, ranging from .71 in Albania to .84 in Serbia.

Endnotes
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