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Key findings and summary 
Civic engagement of young people is very important for the development of active society 

and became a hot-button issue recently. In this research, we are investigating the reasons 

why young people want or do not want to take part in civic activities. Among the main results, 

we may highlight that to attract young people civic engagement projects should be impactful, 

short-term, and in relatively small groups. In line with these findings, young people preferable 

direct actions, like protests. In our project, we also demonstrated that low personal 

motivation could be outbalanced by external determinants (such as socialization). The COVID-

19 pandemic enhances online socialization and communication, while its restrictive influence 

on civic engagement seems to be short-term.  
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1. Introduction 
When thinking about young people and civic engagement, it can now be said that the ‘Fridays 

for Future’ movement represents a turning point in the history of youth-led protests. The 

movement, which includes marches for more coherent environmental policy, marks the first 

long-term engagement of young people and hence changed our very perspective on their 

capability to empower. The importance of young people’s informal institutionalized activism 

as well as their inclusion in formal institutionalized politics was also exemplified during the 

2011/2012 Arab States popular uprisings and various ‘Occupy’ movements.1  

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) such as Amnesty International play a key role in 

enhancing young people’s demands and crafting their own opinion, but also in proliferating 

their engagement. More generally, NGOs create a specific link in society: they make sure that 

authorities act in the public’s best interest – this ‘best interest’ not always easy to pinpoint, 

but it is essential that the interests of young people are taken into account. Thus, NGOs find 

themselves in the role of educators who empower students to take action. 

The mechanisms to mobilize young people include social media platforms, working groups for 

specific projects (on- and offline), policy paper calls, or awareness raising campaigns in the 

streets. Thereby, social media are seen as most promising. First, they are the channels 

through which NGOs could easily disseminate the information to/among young people. 

Second, they leave the opportunity for the feedback and bottom-up mobilization: young 

people themselves can easily point out shared grievances, open a debate and mobilize for 

action. Therefore, NGOs often link projects with young participants to social media in order 

to generate outreach. Frequently, such projects emulate the working of the important 

European and international institutions, such as the European Parliament or the UN 

Assembly. While reliance on social media is a preferred tool used the NGOs to enhance 

                                                           
1 Anna Lührmann et al., “Enhancing Youth Political Participation throughout the Electoral Cycle: A Good 
Practice Guide” (UN, 2013), 
https://www1.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Democratic%20Governance/Electoral%20Systems%20and
%20Processes/ENG_UN-Youth_Guide-LR.pdf, p. 3. 

https://www1.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Democratic%20Governance/Electoral%20Systems%20and%20Processes/ENG_UN-Youth_Guide-LR.pdf
https://www1.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Democratic%20Governance/Electoral%20Systems%20and%20Processes/ENG_UN-Youth_Guide-LR.pdf
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engagement, the question remains: do young people themselves think this is the best 

approach? 

This study is intended to study young people’s attitudes and perceptions of civic engagement; 

especially in relation to organisations which promote and facilitate youth engagement2. Our 

main research question is:  

What exactly motivates people for civic engagement? 

It worth mentioning here that “youth” does not describe a homogenous group but, rather, 

people with multi-layered identities and varying interests; to reflect this diversity in our study, 

we included young people of different geographic, social, etc. origin and age groups (up to 

30).  

Adressing the main research question, our study builds on the current empirical 

developments and contemporary research discussions. The individual characteristics and 

personal motivations of young people could be counterbalanced by external drivers. Pearce 

and Larson’s qualitative in-depth study provides great insights into how initially disengaged 

young people can become motivated for civic engagement activities.3 Their analysis highlights 

the importance of peer and the adult leader when it comes to supporting motivational 

change.4 Our study seeks to investigate personal (internal) and external determinants of 

youth civic engagement. 

One important contextual aspect of the last two years had been the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which inevitably has been affecting young people’s opinion and motivation towards civic 

engagement; for example, in the NGO-sector. Indeed, recent studies (e.g., Kornbluh et al., 

Xie, Sundararaj et al.) confirm the immediate impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and related 

restriction measurements such as lockdowns on students’ civic behavior. Its long-term effects 

                                                           
2 The research was conducted in the framework of the course “Field Research and Qualitative Data Analysis” at 
the Department of Political Science at the Central European University (CEU) in Vienna in the Winter semester 
2021-2022, which was taught by Prof. Inna Melnykovska in assistance of Franziska Wagner. 
3 Nickki J. Pearce and Reed W. Larson, “How Teens Become Engaged in Youth Development Programs: The 

Process of Motivational Change in a Civic Activism Organization,” Applied Developmental Science 10, no. 3 

(2006), https://doi.org/10.1207/s1532480xads1003_2. 

4 Ibid. 

https://doi.org/10.1207/s1532480xads1003_2
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in the post-pandemic times are still to be observed. Conducted in the late period of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, our study provides some first insights on post-pandemic civic 

engagement of young people.  

Another aspect of the contemporary reseach is the role of social media. Research by Lonkila 

and Jokivuori5, which focuses mainly on Facebook ‘Like’ and ‘Share’ buttons, highlights that 

social media (particularly Facebook) helps to endure civic engagement, and that this function 

of the social media is essential in understanding young people’s engagement.6 Our study will 

provide insights on youth engagement via social media compared to traditional media.  

Based on contemporary research, we developed sub-questions which seeks to explore 

internal and external determinants of youth civic engagement such as: 

 What personal attitudes make young people more willing to engage in civic activities? 

 What other (external) determinants of civic engagement, beyond personal attitudes, 

matter? 

 How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect the attitudes of young people towards civic 

engagement and their civic actions? 

 What role do social media play in civic engagement of young people? 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
5 Markku Lonkila and Pertti Jokivuori, “Sharing and Liking as Youth Nano-Level Participation. Finnish Students’ 
Civic and Political Engagement in Social Media,” Journal of Youth Studies, 2022, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2022.2049731. 
6 Ibid. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2022.2049731
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2. Methodology 
The findings of this study will contribute to the understanding of the diverse experiences that 

young people have with civic engagement and activism; which later may be beneficial to 

understand how best to engage students in civic initiatives, and to manage non-profit 

organizational work with volunteers and interns that have shown interest in joining the team; 

or those who might be potentially interested in civic engagement, whose values align with 

the principles of an NGO and its strategy.  

22 interviews with young people (16-27 years old) of varying backgrounds (country of origin, 

level of education), were conducted and analysed to get various impressions of the 

interviewees’ experiences with human rights activism. The interview started with asking 

general questions connected to the background of the participants in order to find out what 

universities/schools they currently or previously attended, and what they studied. We also 

pay attention to knowing respondents’ countries of origin and their birth years (see the full 

sampling data in Appendix). This data was used to analyze whether there is a difference in 

civic engagement for people from democratic or autocratic countries.  

 

Respondents’ answers were treated as confidential and their names or any other information 

that could identify them was not included in any of the reports. The interviews were either 

conducted in person and audio recorded or conducted online and either video or audio 
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recorded. All of our respondents have consented to being recorded within the parameters of 

the established confidentiality agreement.  

The interview methodology and the guide were deductively designed with the reference to 

the existing findings and discussions in contemporary research on the subject of civic 

engagement of young people. However, was decided to conducted semi-structured 

interviews instead of a strictly structured interview format, since the former allows for 

research to have more space for developing new approaches and account for alternative 

perspectives to the topic, the ones that might not have been fully considered before. For this 

reason, the code system became more elaborate than was initially planned, but it did allow 

for more extensive research and, as such, more thorough conclusions.  

The interview guide consisted of 21 questions in total, divided into six topics (excluding final 

thoughts and comments that the interviewees wanted to share). The six topics included were: 

background information on interviewees, the meanings of “civic engagement”, the role of the 

socialization process, attitudes regarding safe guarding of human rights, motivations and 

criteria for civic engagements, and methods of communication, in terms of contacting, 

keeping updated about the organizations.  

A typical interview, either online or in person, usually lasted between 40-60 minutes. All the 

22 interviews were conducted and transcribed by students at Central European University in 

the Winter semester 2021-2022.  

The data obtained in the semi-structured interviews was coded and analyzed using the 

MAXQDA qualitative analysis program. All the texts were later reanalyzed manually by the 

students and re-checked on a peer-to-peer basis. Before the content analysis began, all texts 

were evaluated thoroughly to determine a possible code system that would have allowed the 

interviewers to conduct sound research. After the initial part of the analysis was completed, 

codes were re-evaluated and reformulated, where necessary, to encompass the depth of the 

subject. Coding trees will be elaborated on later in this report. For the whole interview guide 

please refer to Appendix.  

The final analysis of collected data and rundown on codes is provided in chapters below.   
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3. Analysis 

3.1 Background  

 

The first stage of the interview was dedicated to establishing the interviewees’ background 

by finding out basic information about the respondents and setting the scene for the other 

half of the interview. During this stage, the questions were designed to inquire what 

interviewees tend to do in their free time, how relatively involved they are in any civic 

activities, what determines their levels of involvement, what they’ve been up to during the 

post-pandemic era in terms of their civic projects, and their attitudes towards the 

communicational changes that the pandemic has brought. All the questions were deemed 

important for the further investigation of the topic of this paper, since they were also posing 

as starting points for probing questions for the later parts of the interview. 

 

We have established the code “Free-time activities” to find out more about the things that 

the interviewees were engaged in, to see whether they will mention any civic or political 

activities unprompted. The results show that most of the respondents were involved in civic 

projects at least once in their lives, however, interviews also show that several interviewees 

were civically engaged but did not consider the projects they were working on civic, even if 

they later categorized them as civic when prompted with more questions. This part of the 

research indicates that young people have stricter definitions of civic engagement; deeming 

them to be more oriented towards grand action, and less so towards smaller deeds.  
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To analyze involvement opportunities for interviewees that were minimally responsive to 

questions about their current and prior civic engagement, questions concerning the 

interviewees’ interest in the news were asked. Researchers were interested in information 

concerning the most comfortable and popular way for the respondents to acquire 

information about current events, as well as the types of events they were interested in to 

begin with; for example, whether they were following local news more than the national or 

global ones. Surprisingly, the respondents did not provide a lot of information for this section, 

mainly because it was a probing question for those respondents that did not identify 

themselves as civically engaged at any level. 

The researchers also probed the issue of motivation of the respondents; such as the 

respondents’ sources of motivation and potential inhibitors for civic engagement. It was 

crucial to understand these fundamentals before proceeding to ask questions about the 

depth of their engagement in the later parts of the interview.  

We have found out from our data that internal (intrinsic, self-interest in the subject, personal 

matter) and external motivation (driven by external factors such as approval of peers) were 

mentioned an equal number of times, however external motivation appears to have a deeper 

connection to civic activities and levels of civic engagement.  

What motivates young people to join civic initiatives?  

 Internal factors 
“I wouldn't be against joining one if I find my interest to align with my ideas” 
“I do enjoy helping people and just makes me makes me happy to see other people smile or just to 
know that I have done something for someone, and they will probably appreciate it. Even if they 
don't appreciate it.” 

 External factors 
“I wanted to apply for a graduate school, and I thought having experience would improve my 
candidacy and make my chance of being accepted in one of the good programs higher.” 
“I think it was not only a personal sympathizing stance, because I had... I had friends who were 
from the communities, so I wanted to show my support for that.” 

 

Our study shows that internal motivation has a more significant effect on pre- and post-

pandemic involvement. However, for the pre-pandemic period external motivation also had 

a significant effect on civic involvement of respondents. It can be hypothesised that through 

the exponential rise of online media and online communications since March 2020, young 
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people were moved exposed to other people partaking in civic activities and more calls for 

action caused by COVID-19 crisis.  

 

 

The interviews also assessed the issue of what effect (if any) the pandemic had on the 

respondents, specifically related to their civic engagement and their attitudes towards 

differentiation between online/offline civic activities. The researchers, being aware of the 

current survey data and the aforementioned studies, expected more remarks about the 

negative effects of the pandemic. So, the questions about whether the respondents see any 

positive effects for civic activities, and if they think some civic activities have become more 

important since the pandemic and why, were included in the interview. 

The results for the first part of the research were notable. First, it was identified that the 

respondents were easily sharing their thoughts on the positive effects of the pandemic more 

so than about the negative effects, even before a direct question about the former was asked.  

What effects of the pandemic can be identified?  

 Negative effect 
“It is exhausting to have the pandemic being one of the main topics every time.” 
“For me personally it changed a lot. My anxiety levels are much higher and I feel so responsible 
and it's really makes hard time for me with all this testing and stuff.” 

 Positive effects 
“It helped me learn the importance of having and making good friends.” 
“I’m more tech savvy, I engage with online activities more professionally, more comfortably” 

 

It is also worth mentioning is that answers about the positive effects of the pandemic were 

correlated with respondents mentioning pros of the recent shift of civic activities online, and 

vice versa: most of the respondents that mentioned negative effects of the pandemic were 

more likely to mention cons of the shift of civic activities to online. 

The strongest links were between pandemic effects on engagement and switching of civic 

activities to online. We have also identified that people that were civically engaged before 
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the pandemic were also more likely to be more engaged during the pandemic than those that 

were not civically engaged initially. It also is clear from the analysis that incentives to continue 

participating in civic initiatives for people were also linked to the factors that they find 

relevant and important for themselves to become more engaged.  

   

Overall, it seems that respondents who are more externally motivated, follow media, and 

do not really see benefits of social media usage in promoting activism are more likely to be 

engaged in civic activities.  
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3.2 Embeddedness and visualization of the concept of civic 

engagement  

The second part of our interview was intended to establish what our participants understand 

by civic engagement. Prior to analysing the data, we studied the paper of Richard P. Adler and 

Judy Goggin7, wherein the authors examine how civic engagement may be defined in theory. 

This was helpful for analysing responses, such as those which characterised civic engagement 

as collective action or social change. Adler and Goggin’s analysis also helped us to develop 

categories by which to understand civic engagement, so that we could analyse the concept in 

more depth. 

Through our analysis, we identified five categories for understanding civic engagement based 

on the participant responses and their associated attitudes: types of civic engagement, the 

breadth of understanding of civic engagement, criteria to be involved in civic engagement or 

not, no-go activities or what should be the case for not participating in the activity, and 

facilitating factors of civic engagement.  

 

                                                           

7 Adler, Richard P., and Judy Goggin. “What Do We Mean By ‘Civic Engagement’?” Journal of Transformative 
Education 3, no. 3 (July 2005): 236–53 
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Among types of civic engagement, one direct action (for example, leading a workshop) and 

collective civic engagement (protests) were equally more salient than raising awareness 

(posts on social media). Participants responses which referenced direct action occurred with 

a frequency of 40.2%, for collective civic engagement a rate of 40.2 %, and for raising 

awareness the rate was 19,5%. We consider all responses as 100%, where several types may 

be mentioned by one respondent. From these results, we can see that, in general, young 

people perceive civic engagement as something that can be done once and collectively. The 

reasoning behind this may be based on time constraints, effort burdens, and the preference 

to take action within a group. 

 

 

Among the examples of collective action mentioned by respondents were protests, strikes 

and demonstrations. Inside of the category of ‘one direct action’ we can identify two groups 

of answers: those connected to the political sphere (writing posters and setting up in the 

street, writing policy briefs, engaging in budget planning of local municipalities); and those 

connected to the social sphere (helping different groups of vulnerable people, helping 

animals, etc.). 

Broad understanding emerged as the most salient type for thinking about civic engagement. 

A mix of narrow and broad understanding also appeared quite often, but just narrow 

understanding was a rare response. 
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Here we may emphasize that the term ‘civic engagement’ tends to include the broad varieties 

of possible activities, from personal to institutional ones. It is also very important to mention 

that discussing important issues with friends and family is not considered as civic engagement 

for the majority of interviewees.  

According to the results, the main aim of participants to engage is impact (46.3%), as it means 

they want to know that something they will do definitely will have an effect. Next comes 

value-oriented choice (26.3%), which can be understood as the dedication to some value 

(ecology, equality, stable development). The next group of answers was about the 

dependence on how much time and effort the activity should take (17.5%). From the group, 

7.5% of respondents also mentioned that personal gain (development of personal skills for 

example) is important for them and 2,5% of participants clarified that trade-off between 

impact and personal costs is the core issue for them. 

 

 

It is possible to see that the opportunity to change something in the world along one’s values 

is more motivating than to develop own skills. We may also assume that civic engagement is 

highly associated with altruism.  
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The results on no-go activities confirm the important of values and impact. This question 

revealed that for 7 respondents (35%) any kind of discrimination is a red flag; while 5 people 

(25%) identified the ‘pointlessness’ of an activity as a core no-go. Interestingly, 4 people (20%) 

mentioned personal risk as a basis for no-go activity. It seems that the negative sides of civic 

engagement overweight the positive gain (compare with the previous figure). Furthermore, 

4 people were even against the idea of someone (internal or external) personally benefitting 

(especially financially or power-wise) from activism. It is worth noting here that participants 

generally perceived their personal gain as a positive factor for participation in activity, and as 

a negative factor if it is a gain for someone else.  

 

Time-intensity is a significant (value-free) de-/motivator of civic engagement. We found that 

54.5% of interviewees mentioned that time is the main factor, and 45.5 % said that it is 

political freedom, which reflects the heterogeneity of the group assessed in terms of personal 

background and social and geographical context. 

 

Overall, we confirmed our main assumptions: 

1. People have different perceptions of what civic engagement means. 

2. There is, still, a broad overlapping consensus what civic engagement means. 

3. Goals of participation are often rooted in a sense of impact, altruism and idea-moving.  
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In terms of engagement, many interviewees prefer projects that are more impactful; 

however, many reported about the negative impact of time constraints. Also, young people 

are more drawn to direct actions which benefit society and collective civic engagement in the 

form of protests, strikes and demonstration, rather than just raising awareness about 

political, civic, etc. problems.  

We found that young people are typically more interested in the activities that they are 

personally passionate about. However, to account for various capabilities in terms of time 

and efforts, it is recommendable to suggest activities which vary in duration. It would also be 

beneficial to include activities which could be undertaken as a one-time action, and/or in a 

form of collective action, together with someone. Finally, there are definite no-go activities 

for participation that were identified during this research and which must be avoided in the 

organization of events for young people.  

 

3.3 Socialization 

The category of ‘socialization’ was developed and analysed through the framework of civic 

engagement. Since many youths socialize through different civic activities, it was deemed 

relevant to establish how young people socialize in the framework of civic engagement. 

In order to find the answer to that question, we investigated the category of socialization by 

developing 3 main assumptions:  

1.  The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated prior trends of increasing online socialization.  

2.  Empathy is the biggest driver of participation. 

3.  The pandemic did not limit methods of participation. 

In terms of socialization through participation, there were two main avenues for socialization: 

online and offline. 

We investigated socialization by creating a relevant code system. The main codes were: 

schooling, gender, socialization, method of socialization, membership, how are the members, 

method of participation, and motivation. It was developed through our understanding, then 

it was changed during the process (main code). 
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To the question of with whom the participants were socializing the most: our participants in 

the research seem to participate in two ways – active and passive participation. By this, we 

mean that either the participants initiated the socialization themselves, or it was instigated 

by someone else. We found that they socialize mostly with friends and family.  

 

Through the interviews, one of the findings is that youths socialize and participate when they 

are connected to a given cause: there must be a connection to motivate them to engage and 

continue to socialize. This connection could be if they are personally affected, if they feel like 

a member of a group or a community, or if they have already someone close who supports 

and engages. Terms such as “communities” are decisive for whether to join activities or not. 

If that actively contributes to the community, then they would socialize.  

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, most of the activities and socialization through civic 

engagement shifted online. In general, the usage of social media increased and had been used 

for different purposes, such as socializing, spreading awareness, participating in online 

petitions and/or discussions, thereby developing online activism. 

The COVID-19 pandemic influenced the socialization of youths in two ways: positively and 

negatively. In terms of negatives, youths faced many challenges such as isolation due to 

health risks, sadness, and anxiety; especially challenges regarding education, such as 

transitioning from onsite to online learning, developing a feeling of lost opportunities, and 
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the lack of socialization. In terms of positives, participants noted the possibility to join online 

events and discussions at any time, held by organizations and people from all over the world.  

 

 

Despite the pandemic, youths socialized in online events and campaigns; not only online but 

offline as well. Based on participant responses, young people have been taking every available 

opportunity for offline socialization to compensate for the loss of human connection during 

the pandemic.  

It is important to consider pre-existing socialization and the role of social media in the youth's 

lives during the pandemic. Further research is needed on social media and sustainable civic 

engagement; for example, it is worth investigating whether young people continue their 

engagement and socialization online and participate in events, NGOs, or campaigns that they 

engaged in online. 
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3.4 Attitudes 

The next stage in the interview aimed to address young people’s attitudes towards civic 

engagement in general and human rights in particular. The dialogue with each participant 

revealed a broad understanding regarding the previous topics, and we expected that the 

same would occur toward the conceptualization of human rights. To gauge this, we developed 

a set of questions to first identify concepts and then narrow down our scope on 

responsibilities and participation. 

As our findings show, participants expressed diverse understandings of human rights—not 

only conceptually, but also in terms of action; such as who they perceive to be the actors 

responsible for implementing and protecting policies on human rights. The second half of this 

section refers to responsibility. Since the participants were young people (some of them still 

enrolled in high schools), we hypothesized that they would expect a larger share of 

responsibility from NGOs, as we assumed that their perception of human rights issues usually 

gravitates towards the possibility of engaging in such activities. We also assumed that some 

participants may not have a clear understanding of the concept of human rights, therefore 

we designed supporting questions to cover any circumstantial knowledge gap to engage the 

participant and stimulate a proper answer.  

We designed five main codes with a series of sub-codes that are explained below. Firstly, we 

aimed to establish how participants perceive the concept of human rights. We opted for 

taking an interpretivist approach, and from there we divided the answers into three 

categories: an academic perspective based on theories of human rights; a legal perspective; 

and other definitions which do not fit the previous two. Surprisingly, the participants were 

almost tied between value-related perceptions on human rights (50%) and other 

understandings that were more related to particular cases rather than a conceptual 

understanding (45%). Only one participant immediately associated human rights with legal 

aspects. 

The second code refers to what participants perceive as being a human right. Again, we 

divided our findings into three sub-categories: civic-political rights, such as freedom of 

expression, right to vote, right of association; socio-economic rights, which included 

education, healthcare, and safety; and other examples that do not fit in those two categories. 
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The participants showed mixed opinions regarding how they perceive human rights. Since the 

categories we set for this section are not necessarily mutually exclusive, we observed five 

participants providing examples on both civic-political and socioeconomic aspects, whereas 

three participants did not provide any concrete example.  

Next, we examined attitudes surrounding the roles of NGOs in promoting and protecting 

human rights, as well as what NGOs should aim for. We identified three distinct categories, 

which refer to assisting, monitoring, and educating people on those issues. It can be said that 

the perception of the role of NGOs also explains the extent to which the participants see the 

role of human rights. Our analytical process allowed different instances of activity, and the 

participants presented multiple attributions to NGOs. 45% of respondents referenced the 

direct participation of such organizations in human rights, whether through material support 

such as money, supplies, or food; or immaterial, such as healthcare support, among others. 

50% of the participants also pointed out the monitoring role of NGOs, by observing the 

situation of the target people, whereas 36% of the participants associated NGOs with 

awareness-raising campaigns. 

The fourth code refers to attribution of responsibilities. As explained in the beginning of this 

section, we expected to observe a higher association of human rights with NGOs, considering 

the generational cohort profile of the participants. We also included the state, as an actor in 

charge of creating and implementing public policies, as well as citizens in general as social 

actors who can promote human rights efforts in their daily activities. Our findings, however, 

showed that the participants expect the state to assume a more prominent role, with NGOs 

and other civil society organizations supporting these efforts. Only one participant attributed 

activities on human rights to NGOs alone, whereas 22% believed that cooperation of the state 

and civil society should be the norm. Another 22% of the participants stated that protection 

of human rights is a duty of the state, and 13% said it should be a joint effort involving the 

state, civil society and the population in general. It is worth noting, however, that these 

questions were presented as open; closed questions on this subject may have generated quite 

different results. 

Our final code relates to groups that are considered to be the target of human rights actions. 

We came across several categories that are often the subject of news regarding violation of 

human rights, such as LGBTQ+ people, ethnic or racial minorities, among others. The 
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participants listed several examples of human rights violations and who are the most fragile 

groups. It is important to note that we decided to separate women from LGBTQ+ groups 

instead of making one single gender-related group as violations against these two populations 

can have different formats and motivation. Based on this, 22% of the participants pointed out 

LGBTQ+ minorities, while 13% listed ethnic minorities, women, or prisoners of conscience. 

Two participants listed violations against refugees as well as children. 

 

From these findings we could infer that much of the perception toward human rights is 

related to what is happening in peoples’ surroundings, and if the participant is also a 

member of a target group or knows someone who suffered violations of their basic human 

rights. Participants who lived or know someone living in countries with more fragile 

structures are prone to point out violations that may not be easily noticed in other 

countries. Contemporary situations such as wars or natural disasters may also afflict 

punctual changes in perception of the concept of human rights. 
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3.5 Opportunity Structures  

 

To understand young people’s involvement in human rights activism, one must consider not 

just how they get involved, but also why and, as such, what may incentivise or disincentivise 

young people to maintain their involvement. To capture these varying interconnected 

elements, we developed a number of open questions which we felt would allow participants 

to elaborate on their motivations and views of opportunity structures with minimal influence 

on the part of the interviewers; by ‘opportunity structures’, we refer to a certain set of 

variables that could impact the interviewees decision to participate or not participate in civic 

activism. We organized these in five categories (Outreach, Social Capital, Accessibility, 

Personal Benefits and Scepticism) which are based on questions that tackle the differences 

between NGOs and small neighbourhood-based initiatives, and the most important criteria 

to incentivise young people either type of group.  

Code System 

 

 

 

A human rights initiative can only be called successful if it has impact, which requires reaching 

people. Thus, outreach is a key consideration for civic engagement; those involved are 

concerned about who will be impacted by the work, and how effective will that impact 

actually be. Thus, we began by coding for outreach, consisting of any references made to the 

impact and effectiveness of the work done by the human rights initiatives. We made a 

distinction between impact and effectiveness as some participants referenced the outreach 

in the limited sense of reaching people (which we coded as ‘impact’) while other participants 

specifically referenced the effectiveness of the work once it had reached people (which we 
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coded as ‘effectiveness’). If a participant referenced both simultaneously, both were coded. 

We found that local knowledge, in particular, was a topic that was frequently referenced as 

an important factor for both impact (in terms of reach and connecting with people) and 

effectiveness (being able to effectively communicate), so we added this as a sub-code of its 

own. 

 

 

When working with young people, social capital is an important consideration as distinct from 

material benefits. For young people becoming involved in human rights initiatives (possibly 

for the first time), their motivations are closely tied to a sense of moral duty; both their own 

and the organisation. Thus we coded for ‘social capital’ to capture this broad phenomenon 

but, more specifically, we developed three sub-codes: as a motivation for involvement, trust 

in the organisation and their work was a significant factor for participants, and we coded for 

any expressions of trust in the organisation. Note that here we only coded for trust in the 

positive sense; negative expressions, i.e. distrust, was coded later as outlined below. 

Expressions of civic responsibility were also common, and we coded this by including any 

expressions of duty, obligation, responsibility, morality, or ethical motivations. While it is fair 
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to assume that this is a unanimous factor, it is worth coding as a motivation for entry into 

initiatives. Finally, we coded for reciprocity to include the important issue of dynamics—that 

is, the interaction between a sense of responsibility and potential trust, and how participants 

perceive the organisation as able to satisfy those priorities. 

Becoming involved in human rights initiatives is not equally accessible for everyone; thus, we 

wanted to determine what factors incentivise, enable, and facilitate young people’s 

involvement. Starting from the assumption that social, economic, and logistical factors play a 

role, we developed a system of sub-codes which capture the most prevalent barriers to 

involvement in human rights initiatives.  

‘Personal benefits’ was one of the most consistent codes which appeared; especially in terms 

of connections. While ethical motivations are fundamental to involvement in human rights 

initiatives, personal benefits are also an important consideration. Young people, many of 

which are beginning or hoping to begin a professional career in human rights, must factor in 

the practicalities of involvement in human rights initiatives; and so personal benefits are key. 

We coded for four benefits: satisfaction, which refers to the propensity to stay within a job 

because it is enjoyable; job experience, which includes the benefit of experience so that one 

may better qualified for other careers; connections, which refers to networking; and salary, 

which is the benefit of earning money and potentially being able to ‘live off’ a career in human 

rights.  

Initially, we were not going to include a negative code in our analysis as we expected 

responses to be positive or neutral. As we began to notice numerous negative remarks, we 

adopted our coding system accordingly. In this sense, scepticism is an inductive code which 

we added during the process of our analysis.  

When analysing opportunity structures it is also important to consider inhibitions, and our 

interviews revealed that many participants held certain reservations about Amnesty 

International and NGOs in general; both in terms of the effectiveness of their work and their 

motivations. To take this into account, we code for ‘Scepticism’ which consists of three 

subcodes: disapproval, distrust, and ineffectiveness, as these three attitudes capture all 

reservations that were expressed during interviews. For the sake of precision, we made a 

conceptual distinction between these three: disapproval refers to negative expressions of 
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work which has already taken place, whether by Amnesty International or other groups; 

distrust refers to negative expressions about the motivations of Amnesty or other groups, 

whether in the past, present, or future; ineffectiveness refers to negative expressions in terms 

of either impact or effectiveness as previously distinguished. 

 

 

 

We found out that Personal Benefits and Accessibility are the major criteria for people to 

participate in civic activism. As visualised above, these codes (and their sub-codes) appear 

more frequently and more consistently. In the case of Personal Benefits, our data shows that 

it is especially important for the interviewees to make personal connections with others in 

the field and to gain job experiences. One interviewee mentions specifically that she/he 

believes that if they would work for a big NGO, she/he would get a “competitive salary” and 

“good working conditions” and thereof they would consider working for them. Nevertheless, 

another interviewee talks about problems when it comes to the effectiveness and 

inclusiveness of big NGOs’ campaigns. The respondent mentioned being active in UN and 

UNDP campaigns in Georgia which, despite having financial resources, are organized in a top-

down manner and are too little connected to real issues on the ground. The respondent 

provides the example of International Women’s Day, on which bigger NGOs as well as smaller 
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organisations run campaigns, but it is the latter that tend to be more responsive in real-life 

situations, such as when a woman is violently attacked. According to the respondent, this in 

turn helped them to mobilize more people, while bigger NGOs still do not share this capability 

(presumably because of their size). Another participant mentions that in bigger structures, 

the activist just often feels like “a wheel in the machine”, but in smaller structure, this isn’t 

the case: “the change might be smaller, but you own it.” It is this latter type of accessibility 

that makes our interviewees feel engaged along with some practical aspects, like time. A 

response that was often mentioned was, “If I had more time, I would be more active.” This, 

however, is on the more personal level of engagement, as the ineffectiveness of bigger NGOs, 

as perceived by the interviewees is the most coded aspect of scepticism. Therefore, we can 

conclude that there are two important aspects for civic engagement: a fair paid job with 

opportunities to make personal connections, and/or the feeling of “making a change”.  

 

3.6 Communication 

In this section, we aim to establish the methods of communication that are used by the 

interviewees to inform themselves about ongoing civic engagement. We also look at how 

participants perceived the frequency and quality of communication by civic actors, such as 

Amnesty International. We specifically chose to look at the relation between the interviewee 

and the group of interest, omitting their comments on general information-gathering 

behaviour as we believe it would have blurred the results.  

Theoretically, to understand how communication of civic engagement is perceived by a young 

audience (such as our interviewees) also helps us also to shed light on where and what 

information is missing in these channels of communication. What is the best way to reach out 

to them as an NGO? Where do young people gather their information about Human Rights 

violations, about climate change? Which platforms and channels do they trust? As in times of 

transnational civic activism (the Fridays For Future movements provide a recent example of 

this), social media plays an undeniable important role for mobilisation. To cut it short, 

communication not only matters, but is one of the most important aspects to understand why 

people not only protest but are also active in institutionalized forms of activism.  
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To provide a holistic perspective in the study, a first code system was created based on 

questions that addressed young people’s means of communication and their opinion on how 

NGOs should inform the public; for more details, see ‘Topic 6’ in ‘Appendix II’. Initially, we 

organized our research around a set of variables that included the codes ‘Clarity of 

Communication’, ‘Slow and Fast news spread’, ‘Quality of Communication’ and ‘Means of 

Communication’. The latter was further subdivided into ‘Informal’ and ‘Formal’ means of 

communication: 

 

 

 

Throughout the process of coding the interviews, we realised that there is important 

information that is not covered by our code scheme; thus we extended it to a more complex 

degree. This might seem to be confusing in the first place, but as it is the nature of 

communication, the information provided is only relevant to the context in which it is 

mentioned. For example, we found that respondents’ opinion on their trust in a specific type 

of media is highly dependent also on the interviewee’s place of origin. People who lived or 

live in an authoritarian regime typically do not rely on traditional media such as TV or 

newspapers.  
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One of the most important codes was the dichotomous code ‘active reaction’ or ‘passive 

reaction’ as we were able to code every opinion about specific type of communication either 

in a positive way, meaning that the interviewee felt more drawn to action or was mobilized 

by it, or the interviewee felt discouraged to act. However, as this table shows, we coded the 

most ‘active reaction’ in conjunction with two social media platforms and in-person 

interaction (‘peer-to-peer communication’): 
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The participants expressed mixed opinions regarding their preferred tools for accessing news. 

While the majority preferred formal sources, such as newspapers, television, or even official 

pages in social media platforms, we found that half of the participants acquire information 

from their acquaintances through peer-to-peer communication tools, such as messaging 

applications. 81% of the participants obtain information about NGOs throughout their official 

pages on social media channels; access is more concentrated on Facebook (68%) and 

Instagram (36%), although there were mentions to other services such as Twitter and TikTok. 

The participants also indicated local trends from their home countries and age cohort, which 

could be useful for NGOs adjusting their campaigns on each social media platform based on 

region and targeted population. In addition, we noted significant mentions to other sources 

of information media, such as newspaper (50%) and television (40%). 

We could infer two conclusions based on the responses. The first one refers to the fact that 

the participants may access news through social media, but they do not rely on the 

information obtained through this model as they do when information is obtained through 

traditional media. According to those who believe so, the reason behind this relates to a lack 

of depth in posts, as such vehicles have a characteristic of stimulating fast consumption of 

information. The second conclusion relates to an eventual lack of interest by the people 

interviewed concerning traditional media as they do not feel they are being addressed by the 

campaigns. In other words, those channels deliver too impersonal messages.  

Finally, we asked the participants what they would do to improve communication if they had 

the opportunity to do so, and they pointed out discrepancies between the investment made 

and the message transmitted to the audience. As explained before, in a society that requires 

and consumes fast information, efficacy plays a crucial role. The participants suggested better 

investment, planning and care of social media campaigns, including deploying specific teams 

to manage communication within social media platforms to answer followers inquires. 
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4. Conclusion 
 

In conclusion, our research provides insights for organisation to better promote civic 

engagement from young people. In terms of how young people understand civic engagement, 

our most important finding is that, based on our research, young people tend to perceive 

personal non-material gains (skills, connections) as a positive factor for participation in 

activity, and as a negative factor if it is a material gain for someone else. In terms of how 

organisations should implement their civic engagement strategies, a key takeaway is that 

many interviewees would work on a project that was more impactful, even in spite of time 

constraints. In terms of motivations for civic engagement from young people, the feeling of 

making a contribution, to have an “ownership” in the initiative and being able to see 

meaningful change (even if this change is small) emerged as the main source of motivation. 

Also, young people are more drawn to direct actions which benefit society and collective civic 

engagement, such as protests, strikes, and demonstrations rather than just simply raising 

awareness about civic engagement. In line with the previous finding concerning personal gain, 

it was found that personal benefits (such as a good working environment and fair pay) and 

accessibility (in terms of location, but also working conditions) play an important role for 

young people who decide to become politically active. In conjunction with this is also 

important that short but impactful projects that are connected to specific issues in the 

community is perceived as more motivating for the interviewees than long-term projects with 

more people involved.  
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Appendix I: Interviewees’ Background  
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Appendix II: Questionnaire Guide 

 

GENERAL NOTES 

Interview is done on XX.XX.2022. via Zoom/in person 

Interviewee: male/female 

Other notes (such as department, level of study etc.): 

Introduction 

& Rules 

(2-3 

minutes) 

Thank you for agreeing to meet with us. I’m _____________ from the Department 

of Political Science at the Central European University (CEU).  

We are speaking with young people of varying backgrounds to get various 

impressions of their experiences with human rights activism. The study is being 

conducted in the framework of the course “Field Research and Qualitative Data 

Analysis”.  

As a student at an Austrian/__________ school or university, we would like to talk 

to you about your interest in political engagement in more general terms and 

specifically with non-governmental organizations such as Amnesty International.  

What we learn from today’s discussion will help us improve our understanding of 

the diverse experiences that students have with activism, which later might be 

beneficial to understand how to better engage students in political and civic 

engagement. 

We will treat your answers as confidential. We will not include your names or any 

other information that could identify you in any reports we write.  

Do you have any questions about the study?  

Do you agree to give an interview? 

Do you agree that I do a video-record of our interview? I am recording the session 

because I don't want to miss any of your comments. People say really helpful things 

in the interviews, and I can't write fast enough to get them all down. The record will 

be deleted after the interview is transcribed. 

-> Or will you be more comfortable if I only use a voice record? 

[Notes taking as last resort] 

Topic 1: 

Background 

(10 minutes) 

Topic 1: Background  

1. Let me start with the general questions. 

So, you are a student at what schools/university? What grade/program?  
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 And you are originally from where? 

When were you born?  

[if applicable] --> Since when are you in Vienna/Austria? Have you lived or 

studied in another EU country before? 

 

2. What do you do besides studying and working? Can you tell what you do in your 

free time?  

Are you engaged in any civic activities?  

Probes: Were you a member of any clubs? Have you even done volunteer 

work? Have you participated in group projects outside of classwork?  

--> [If some civic engagement] What motivated you to join these activities? 

Do you plan to become more engaged? Do you plan on continuing these 

activities?  

--> [If no or limited civic engagement] What has kept you from joining such 

civic activities? What would have made you become more engaged? 

--> [If no civic engagement at all] Do you watch or read the news? What 

makes you interested in following the news? What type of news are you 

most interested in? What news do you remember from yesterday's/most 

recent program? [Wait for the answer, then check the priorities in the news 

level]. You seem to be more interested in local/national/international news, 

is it correct? Why is it like this? 

 

3. Our lives have changed since the pandemic. What are the main changes in your 

your life? What do you say you miss the most about the pre-pandemic period? 

[instruction: the interviewer should contrast pre-pandemic and pandemic-period in 

terms of interests, preferences and activities, including civic ones]  

4. Did these changes in your life also influence your civic activities?  

[if the interviewee is involved in some specific civic activity, formulate this 

question specifically] -> How has your involvement in the civic activity you 

mentioned before changed since the pandemic?  

5. So, you pointed to negative effects of the pandemics [sum up the effects that the 

interviewee mentioned]. Do you see any positive effects for civic activities? 

Probes: Do you think some civic activities have become more important 

since the pandemic? Why?  

Do you see any benefits of being more online? Any benefits of increased 

digitalization for civic activities?  

Topic 2 Topic 2: Understanding civic engagement 
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(10 minutes) 

 

6. What is civic engagement or activism for you? Which activities would you 

consider as civic engagement and which aren’t? 

[Clarification: here the aim is to find out whether they see political 

engagement in a narrow or a broad term.] 

Let me follow up on what you just said: what are the criteria you use to define civic 

engagement?  

7. When you talk about the activities that belong to civic engagement, what is the 

most important thing about civic activism for you? How would you rank the civic 

activities you mentioned? 

[Clarification: Here the aim is to identify which criteria they use for raking 

civic engagement? Give them room to come up with their own criteria.]  

8. If you were to choose between two civic projects: 

 project A would require a lot of efforts and time from you but would 

promise more significant impact on the world 

 project B would require less efforts and be less-time consuming, but its 

overall impact on the world or potential to solve the problem would be 

limited  

would you go for project A or B?  

Probes: Could you explain your rational in making this choice? What would 

help you to invest more time and effort?  

Is there any civic activity that you would never engage into, independently 

from its time-intensity or impact? Why, what is “no go” for you? 

[Clarification: the goal here is to identify whether the decision to do civic 

activities is also value-oriented.] 

Topic 3 

(10 minutes) 

 

Topic 3: Socialization 

9. Do you know anyone who is active in any civic initiatives, projects, organizations? 

(Family, friends, etc.) 

Probes:  

--> [If they don’t know anyone] Do you know of any specific civic 

organizations/activities in your neighborhood or school/university? Where 

did you hear about them?  

--> [If they do know someone] What organizations are they a part of? Are 

they active online or offline? Do they talk about these activities with you? 

Have you ever considered joining them? 

[Give ideas: such as protests, boycotts, marches, rallies, strikes.] 
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--> [If they question what active means] What do you think being active 

means? What is your idea of being active?  

 

10. At home or with your friends, do you talk about civic or even political 

engagement?  

Probes: Do you talk more in person or online? Do your friends discuss 

(whatever they discuss – news/politics) as much as you do? Do you initiate 

the discussions or wait for your friends/family to talk about it? Would you 

consider joining your parents or friends when discussing/engaging with 

politics?  

11. Is there any event or situation or experience that has increased your (or your 

friend’s and family’s) interest in politics or even lead you to become (temporarily) 

engaged in any way?  

Probes: Did you encounter this event/situation online or in person? Did this 

event happen to someone you know or did you see it on the 

news/internet? How did you respond to the event? 

(Initiatives/Protests/etc) How did your friends/family respond to the event? 

--> [If they say no, then ask this one] Have you encountered any news about 

civic project/initiative/activity lately that has interested you?  

Probes: Did you encounter it online or offline? Did that make you want to 

learn more about the issue? How did you look for more information? 

Topic 4 

(10-15 

minutes) 

 

  

Topic 4: Attitudes 

12. What are human rights for you? What comes to your mind when you think 

about human rights? 

--> [If nothing comes to mind]: Have you heard of any violations of human 

rights? Have you heard of any effort to raise awareness for human rights? 

13. Whose main responsibility should it be to safeguard human rights? Why? 

Probes: [Clarify what they think about the government and NGO’s roles in 

HR] For example, who do you think should take care of orphans (children 

without families)? How should they be protected? 

14. How do you see the role of non-governmental organizations (Amnesty 

International) in safeguarding human rights?  

Probes: What are they important for? Whereby are these organizations 

limited? 

Topic 5 

(10 minutes) 

Topic 5: Opportunity Structures 

15. If you have to make a choice whether to join the Amnesty International or to 

join a civic initiative of volunteers in the neighbourhood, which one would you join?  
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 16. Follow-up: 

 [if the interviewee chooses AI] What do you think, are the benefits of 

participation in established, widely known, professional NGOs? Why would 

not you go for the civic activities that are more ad hoc, organized by the 

people in their free time? 

[if the interviewee chooses the initiative in the neighbourhood] What do 

you think, are the benefits of small neighbourhood initiatives, organized by 

the people in their free time? Why would not you go for participation in 

established, widely known, professional NGOs? 

17. Sum-up: So, your main criteria to engage in one or another civic initiate or 

organization are … [sum up], correct?  

Probes: What about easiness to join civic activity? What does it mean for 

you? Easy in terms of accessibility, affordability, paperwork or what else?  

Topic 6 

(10 minutes) 

Topic 6: Communication 

18. How do you inform yourself about civic initiates or civic activities? Which media 

channels do you rely more on?  

Probes: Traditional media? Or social networks?  

19. [Depending on the response]:  

[if traditional media] Why do you prefer traditional media over social networks? 

[if social networks] Why do you prefer social networks over traditional media? 

[functional comparison] What are benefits and drawbacks of traditional media / 

social media in informing about civic activities? 

20. If you were active in a civic initiative, how would you inform the public about 

the initiative?  

Probes: Which media channels would you most likely use? [If social media] 

Which platforms in particular? Why would you choose *channel name* as 

the main way of communication with the public 

Which information would you highlight, if you would like to attract new 

participants to this initiative? 

Which information would you highlight, if you would like to sustain the 

participation of already existing participants in the initiative? 

21. Do you have any experience of poor communication by organizations or 

campaigns?  

Probes: What were the mistakes? Why were you dissatisfied with their 

approach? 
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What would you do differently? 

[If respondent has experience in reporting about civic activity, ask him/her 

about this experience. Alternative, ask him/her to refer to the most recent 

civic activity he/she heard about]  

Final 

questions & 

thoughts 

(3-5 

minutes) 

Those were all of the questions that we wanted to ask. 

Do you have any final thoughts about what could motivate you to engage (more) in 

civil activities that you would like to share? 

Thank you for your time. 

 

 

 

 

 


