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Dealigned but mobilized? Insights from a citizen science study
on youth political engagement
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ABSTRACT
Existing research on youth political engagement indicates that
adolescents have become dealigned from politics. However,
according to cognitive mobilization theories, adolescents may not
have turned away from politics per se, but found new avenues for
political engagement. We involved adolescents in a citizen science
project and investigated the roles of different societal actors in
providing such new avenues. A total of 67 adolescents searched for
political participation calls in their environment (N = 285). They
documented and evaluated each observation via an online coding
tool. As each observation is nested within individuals, we ran
multilevel regressions. In line with the dealignment hypothesis, the
participants rated participation offers from political candidates and
parties as least interesting and least identified with such actors. By
contrast, they highly identified with citizen movements and
perceived their issues as most relevant. High identification with the
actor and perceived issue relevance significantly increased the
likelihood of participation. In line with cognitive mobilization,
adolescents may thus not lack political motivation. However,
traditional actors fail to respond to their identity needs and interests.
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It is awell-documentedphenomenon that thewillingness toparticipate in conventional forms
of political participation is very low, especially among the younger generation (Zukin et al.
2006; Doherty, Keeter, and Weisel 2014). This phenomenon is particularly evident in the
low turnout among the young in most democratic countries (Bastedo 2015; Moeller,
Kühne, and De Vreese 2018). According to the dealignment hypothesis, young people
have become increasingly detached from traditional institutions and reluctant to participate
through institutional channels. This process of dealignment has often been explained with a
general political disengagement and increasing apathy among young people (e.g. Henn,
Weinstein, and Forrest 2005; Loader, Vromen, and Xenos 2014). In recent years, however,
new forms of participation have emerged, which have spurred hopes of re-connecting
young people to the political sphere (Heiss and Matthes 2016; Raby et al. 2018). Youths are
more likely to sign online petitions or share political posts on social media and perform
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these activitiesmore frequently compared to older individuals (Painter-Main 2014). However,
we know little about what kind of societal actors actually provide participation offers that
speak to the interests and identities of young people. This is a critical question because
recent research indicates that the provision of accessible and effective channels for partici-
pation are not only important as direct means for action but can also stimulate the develop-
ment of political efficacy and trust (Gerodimos 2008; Heiss and Matthes 2016).

To study young people’s political participation, scholars have overly relied on self-
reported data from surveys, including open- (Quintelier 2007; Harris, Wyn, and Younes
2010) and closed-ended questions (e.g. scales; Bakker and de Vreese 2011; Bode 2012).
Using scales in such surveys, people are asked whether they have performed certain activi-
ties during a given time period. However, such self-reported closed questions have been
criticized, most importantly, because individuals tend to overreport their behavior due to
social desirability (Persson and Solevid 2014). Similarly, working with open-ended ques-
tions may lead to underreporting because it is very hard to remember single political
activities that date back several months (Heiss and Matthes 2017). Moreover, people
have become more and more reluctant to respond to traditional methods of social
science in general (Groves and Peytcheva 2008). All this suggests that there is a need
for alternative data collection approaches. One such approach is citizen science.

In citizen science, young people become active observers of their own environment
and collect data based on a research question (Heiss and Matthes 2017). This is especially
helpful in a new context in which political information and participation have become
highly personalized and are hence no longer accessible without the help of engaged citi-
zens. Citizen science might therefore shed light on how political participation offers are
communicated to a specific group, in our case, adolescents and young adults. Thus, we
are able to sample participation offers of different societal actors and evaluate whether
these offers are successful in stimulating youth engagement. Compared to traditional in
situ methods, a citizen science approach requires active citizens. This is especially impor-
tant when it comes to political participation because exposure to participation offers in
everyday life is expected to be rare. A sufficient number of observations can be achieved
only if citizens actively search for participation offers and report as well as evaluate them in
situ. Thus, this study can provide insights on how involved young citizens are searching for
political participation opportunities. Additionally, we can see if involved adolescents find
attractive ways to engage politically.

Over a period of one month, we asked young people to screen their environment for
political participation offers, categorize them via a mobile project website, and evaluate
the issues and initiators of the offers. Furthermore, respondents reported whether they
participated or intended to do so in the offers they collected. Based on these data, we
investigated which actors might be most successful in addressing youth issues and iden-
tities and may thus successfully engage young people into political action. Therefore,
using a citizen science approach may contribute to answering a pressing question:
What is the best approach to foster the political participation of young people?

Theoretical framework

Young people’s active participation is crucial in a democratic society. However, when com-
paring older and younger generations, studies show that younger people are less
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interested in, have less knowledge about, and are less likely to participate in traditional
party politics (Furlong and Cartmel 2007; Bennett 2008). For example, in many European
countries, young people are less likely to vote compared to the older generation, and
young people’s membership in political parties has been rapidly decreasing and is now
stuck at very low rates (Hooghe, Stolle, and Stouthuysen 2004; Furlong and Cartmel
2007). In Austria specifically, young people are allowed to vote at the age of 16.
However, the turnout among young people remained comparably low (Wagner,
Johann, and Kritzinger 2012). Thus, the opportunity to vote may not necessarily lead to
youth mobilization. Moreover, studies show that young people have more negative atti-
tudes toward politics and specifically less trust in the political system (Quintelier 2007;
Henn and Foard 2012). These trends indicate some support for the pessimistic, disaffected
citizen frame, which describes the young generation as politically detached and apathetic
(Kimberlee 2002; Henn, Weinstein, and Forrest 2005; Wattenberg 2015).

Against these assumptions, another paradigm challenges the described development
in the young generation. According to cognitive mobilization assumptions, young
people have not become politically detached per se. In fact, they may only have
become detached from traditional political institutions and actors, such as political
parties and politicians who represent these institutions (Dalton 2007; Cammaerts et al.
2014). However, they may not have completely turned away from politics. There are
different explanations for this phenomenon. One explanation is that this is because
higher education among young people and increasing digital skills may lead to a better
ability to access and process political information (Dalton 2007). Furthermore, the Internet
provides a new low-threshold environment for political information and alternative forms
of participation (Bennett and Segerberg 2011; Raby et al. 2018). Thus, the observed insti-
tutional detachment may be simply a symptom of a new lifestyle.

In line with the cognitive mobilization assumptions, qualitative research indicates that
young people are still interested in social and political issues. However, the ‘location’ of
political engagement changed (Farthing 2010; Raby et al. 2018). Most importantly,
young people shifted from traditional ‘dutiful’ forms of political participation to more indi-
vidualized and ‘self-actualizing’ forms of engagement (see Dalton 2009; Bennett and
Segerberg 2011; Vromen, Xenos, and Loader 2015). This means young people do not
use traditional collective channels for participation (e.g. work in political parties) simply
because of their existence. Instead, they turn to ad-hoc, issue-based political activities
that represent their individual identities and do not require long-term organizational com-
mitment (Vromen, Xenos, and Loader 2015). This change has especially been pushed by
the emergence of social media, which has become the most important source for
young people’s political engagement (Heiss and Matthes 2016).

Traditional political actors have not kept up with other societal actors in adapting their
political communication. For example, Gerodimos (2008) analyzed government and non-
governmental youth websites and concluded that ‘the majority of “youth” sites originating
at the heart of the political system lack moral, ideological or political purpose and content,
present navigational problems and host “ghost” communities’ (Gerodimos 2008, 983).
Wells (2014) found that independent online organizations were more likely to provide par-
ticipatory opportunities than offline-oriented government youth organizations (see also
Heiss, Schmuck, and Matthes 2018). This is problematic, because cognitive mobilization
requires effective channels for political participation. For example, many young people
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feel that political decision-making should become more participatory, for instance, via
means of direct democracy (e.g. referenda Cammaerts et al. 2014). In other words,
young people wish for more opportunities to express their opinions and partake in politi-
cal decisions.

In our study, we follow this second paradigm. We investigate whether traditional actors
(parties and politicians) keep up with this new development and provide attractive partici-
pation channels to young people or leave the political engagement of young people in the
hands of other societal actors, such as NGOs, the media or youth organizations. Based on
the democratic paradox, young citizens most likely criticize traditional politics and the pol-
itical system, but, however, still hold highly ambitious and idealist notions about demo-
cratic participation (Bruter and Harrison 2009).

Hypotheses

There is reason to believe that young people turn away from traditional political actors
because they do not deal with issues they care about (Zukin et al. 2006; Farthing 2010;
Atkinson 2012). However, one of the most important foundations for political participation
is involvement with the issue at hand. Therefore, if traditional political actors fail to provide
youth-relevant issues, adolescents may become less willing to engage. Henn, Weinstein,
and Wring (2002) argue that young people’s nonparticipation in traditional forms of poli-
tics is due to the failure of politicians to address youth issues, that is, issues relevant to their
lives. Young people may only engage with political issues that they perceive as personally
important. Quintelier (2007) found that, overall, more than 75 percent of young people
have the impression that politicians do not know about young people’s interests and con-
cerns. Thus, they do not provide issues that are important for adolescents. Overall, young
people are specifically interested in political issues that are often not addressed by insti-
tutional politics, such as equality, human rights, and consumer politics (Zukin et al.
2006; Farthing 2010; Atkinson 2012).

Hence, we argue that political participation offers from traditional political actors –
which we define as political parties, politicians, and traditional interest groups (i.e. labor
unions/economic chambers) – deal with political issues that hardly speak to the interests
of young people.

H1: Adolescents perceive issues from traditional political actors (e.g. political parties and can-
didates) as less important compared to issues from other societal actors (e.g. NGOs).

Furthermore, we are interested in how strongly young people identify with different
actors. According to social identity theory, identification is ‘that part of an individual’s
self concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a group (or
groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to the membership’
(Tajfel 1978, 63). Such identification is a key prerequisite for young people perhaps becom-
ing mobilized and engaging with political actors (Greene 2004). However, there is strong
evidence that young people no longer identify with traditional political actors. For
example, identification with a group is an important prerequisite for more formal group
commitments. The decrease in membership rates of parties and trade unions may thus
be an important indicator for decreasing levels of identification with such organizations
(Putnam 2000; Wattenberg 2000). Moreover, many studies conclude that young people
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themselves are mainly responsible for these decreasing numbers (Pirie and Worcester
1998; Putnam 2000). But why are young people no longer identifying with key political
institutions?

First, young people tend to be highly critical about traditional representatives (Henn,
Weinstein, and Forrest 2005; Henn and Foard 2012). Henn and Foard (2014) show that ado-
lescents describe traditional politics as ‘boring’ and ‘corrupt’. Additionally, they describe
the system as remote and overly centralized. Second, young people avoid long-term
organizational commitments and have become more pragmatic about the issues and
causes they support. Thus, young people are often described as ‘self-actualizing citizens’
(Bennett 2003) or ‘everyday makers’ (Bang 2005). Third, Harris, Wyn, and Younes (2010)
found that young people avoid institutional channels and try to make a change by mod-
ifying their own behavior (e.g. recycling, donating, signing a petition). Overall, the disen-
gagement from governments and political parties leads to a more self-expressive
participatory practice (see Vromen, Xenos, and Loader 2015). Participation has become
informal, individualized, and takes the form of everyday activities (Harris, Wyn, and
Younes 2010). In such a context, traditional political parties, with their binding party mani-
festos and programs, no longer speak to the self-actualizing identity of young people.

Furthermore, the younger generation wishes for more opportunities to participate in
decisions taken from traditional politics. Since the younger generation has the impression
that political parties do not want to take their opinion into account via more direct forms
of democracy (Cammaerts et al. 2014), we argue that young people may have learnt that
traditional political organizations may provide little space for their political input. Hence,
young people have become less likely to identify with a political party or its candidates
(Henn, Weinstein, and Forrest 2005; Henn and Foard 2012). Instead, young people may
rather identify with other societal actors, such as citizen-driven movements or NGOs,
which do not require any long-term commitment, are more open for their political
input, and thus speak more strongly to their identities.

H2: Adolescents identify less with traditional political actors (e.g. political parties and candi-
dates) compared to other societal actors (e.g. NGOs).

Finally, we also assume that if adolescents evaluate the issue of a participation offer as
important or strongly identify with the source (i.e. the initiating actor) of the participation
offer, their likelihood to participate in this offer increases. This is because only if young
people feel that an issue is personally important to them, they may feel that engagement
in a participatory activity may contribute to their self-actualization. As outlined earlier,
studies have observed that young people tend to engage in issue-based participation
offers (e.g. Manning 2013). In line with cognitive mobilization theories, young people
nowadays may only take political actions if they think that the political issue is important
and may not simply engage because of some feelings of personal duty (Dalton 2009;
Bennett and Segerberg 2011; Vromen, Xenos, and Loader 2015).

However, even though single-issue evaluation may have become more important
(Henn, Weinstein, and Wring 2002; Zukin et al. 2006; Atkinson 2012), some level of identifi-
cation with an initiating actor may still remain a prerequisite for getting engaged (Henn,
Weinstein, and Forrest 2005). In fact, there is a whole body of research which indicates that
identification with a source is a key prerequisite for individuals’ susceptibility to political
information (e.g. Henn and Foard 2014; Heiss and Matthes 2016). For example, Heiss
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and Matthes (2016) provide empirical evidence that young people may only become
mobilized by a politician’s participation offers when they identify with the specific poli-
tician. Thus, identification with the initiating actor may be an important prerequisite for
young people to become engaged politically. Since self-actualization in a political
context includes expressing one’s identity by means of political action, the issues at
hand, as well as identification with the political actors, seem important for the process
of self-actualization (Vromen, Xenos, and Loader 2015). Based on recent research, we
argue that the importance of the issue, as well as identification with the sender of the pol-
itical offer, might mobilize adolescents to engage politically. Using a citizen science
approach, we aim to investigate both processes.

H3: Perceived issue importance (a) and identification with the actor (b) increase the likelihood
of participation.

As described, recent studies argue that relevant issues (e.g. Atkinson 2012), as well as
identification with the actors (e.g. Heiss and Matthes 2016) who are providing the political
offers, are important mobilization factors. Therefore, we finally assume an indirect relation-
ship between the type of actor and young people’s willingness to participate. More pre-
cisely, we assume that actors may only successfully stimulate political participation in
youth when young people perceive their issues as important and identify with the actor.

H4: The relationship between actor type and political participation is mediated by a) perceived
issue importance and b) identification with the actor.

Method

A citizen science approach

In this paper, we present results from a citizen science youth project called ‘Political Par-
ticipation Observer’. In citizen science, volunteers contribute to the scientific process, such
as by collecting, analyzing, or interpreting data (Bonney et al. 2009). From an educational
perspective, volunteering in such projects may contribute to active citizenry, for example,
because volunteers observe their social environment by asking scientific questions and
using scientific techniques. Because of this promising educational component, an increas-
ing number of citizen science projects have been conducted lately with school students,
though most of them in the natural sciences (Mueller and Tippins 2012; Ballard, Dixon, and
Harris 2017; Heiss and Matthes 2017). However, such projects may also have great innova-
tive potential in the field of the social sciences. The social sciences ask questions that are
closely related to the everyday lives of people, and many social science methods can be
easily adapted to citizen science (see Heiss and Matthes 2017).

Citizen science is a multifaceted concept, describing a method, a movement, or a social
capacity (Eitzel et al. 2017). In our research, all three dimensions are relevant. Citizen
science is, of course, a methodological tool to gain new insights that are unattainable
with traditional methods. However, it also includes parts of a movement because it
engages a community of students. This community gains new information on political par-
ticipation offers in Austria and is likely to disseminate this new information to others.
Finally, it produces social capacity because adolescents are searching for political offers
online and offline. Therefore, citizen science also empowers a specific community.
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The key element of citizen science is that the participating students are no longer passive
objects, but active researchers. In fact, we identify two key criteria a citizen social science
project needs to fulfill: First, participants need to be fully informed about the project’s
research question and goals. Second, their activity in the project needs to be active
rather than passive. Using a citizen science approach might lead to better insights into
how adolescents engage politically because it involves their actual political environment.

Adolescents actively scan their environment. Thus, we do not have to ask if they would
like to engage in hypothetical political offers. In this project, young people become active
in sampling a large number of real participation offers, evaluate their sources and content
and assess whether to participate in such offers. Therefore, as recommended in a literature
review in the area of citizen science research (Eitzel et al. 2017), our project can be
described as a participatory, active youth citizen science project. Such insight would not
be possible when using surveys or even conventional experience sampling methods as
a research method.

The project

In the project ‘Political Participation Observer’, adolescents in Austria actively screened
their environment, collected political participation offers (both online and offline) and
categorized and evaluated these offers via an online coding tool. To make sure all partici-
pants in the study had the same definition of political offers, we provided a description (i.e.
‘Political participation is simply the active engagement of citizens in political processes and
includes all activities of citizens which may influence political decisions’) as well as
examples of political participation opportunities (e.g. voting, taking part in a demon-
stration, signing a petition, etc.) on the website. The online coding tool was basically a
subpage of the mobile website on which participants could categorize and upload pic-
tures of their observed participation offers. Interested school classes (teachers or class
representatives) could sign up for participation and received their account information
through which each student could log into the website and participate. Besides the categ-
orization of the collected data, we also provided an online discussion forum, in which the
students provided feedback to the data collection process and discussed political issues
that were provided by the research team. To stimulate project participation, we also
announced awards for the most engaged three classes. We assessed the project engage-
ment by counting the number of qualitative data contributions.

In this study, we are primarily interested in the role of different societal actors as
initiators of the observed participation offers in Austria. First, we investigate the role of
civil society actors, including individual citizens (e.g. on social media), citizen movements
(NGOs or citizen associations), and the media. We define the media as civil society actors
because it is not controlled by any political parties or state organization. Second, we inves-
tigate the role of traditional political actors, including politicians and political parties, gov-
ernment bodies and agencies, and traditional interest groups. We define traditional interest
groups as the labor union and economic chamber organizations that are the most impor-
tant interest groups in Austria. They are tightly tied to the major political parties and are
thus not independent from state-led organizations. Finally, we also investigate student
organizations, which may be treated as a special category, because some student organ-
izations may be affiliated with a political party while others may not.

JOURNAL OF YOUTH STUDIES 7



Implementation

We contacted history and political education teachers in Austria and asked them to
enroll their classes in our citizen science project. Overall, students from seven schools
and seven classes in urban and rural areas of Austria were willing to participate in
the project. However, this sample is not fully representative of Austrian youth
because participation was voluntary, and the participating schools did not represent
the full diversity of the Austrian school system. The main task for the students was to
collect offers for political participation and report their observations via an online track-
ing tool. First, they could describe the offer in their own words. In a second step, they
had to upload a picture of the offer (e.g. screenshot or photo). Then they had to cat-
egorize the offer in terms of the issue (see Figure 1), the actor (see Figure 2), and per-
sonally evaluate the actor (identification) and the issue (perceived importance).
Furthermore, they stated whether they do or do not want to participate in the
offer or if they have already participated or will do so for certain. In 28.42 percent of
the reported observations, students reported that they have participated or will do so
for sure.

Participants

Overall, 67 adolescents from Austria from different kinds of high schools and between
the ages of 16–18 years engaged in this participatory study. This age group is important
since adolescents are allowed to vote at the age of 16 in Austria. Students collected a
total of 285 political participation offers and categorized them as described above. In
addition to the citizen science component, we distributed voluntary online question-
naires to students interested in participating. However, as collecting personal data
was not our primary goal in this study, completion of the questionnaire was voluntary,

Figure 1. Occurrences of difference types of actors.
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and some students who were engaged in the data collection opted out from the survey
part. 72 percent completed the questionnaire. According to these data, we may infer
that the citizen scientists were primarily female (11.34 percent of survey respondents
were male). Additionally, four out of the seven classes participating in the study
came from urban areas in Austria. However, most data were collected from the adoles-
cents from rural areas (91.23 percent).

Measurements

We recoded the issue and actor variables based on the uploaded pictures and students’
descriptions of the offer. We conducted reliability tests among three independent
coders on a subsample of 30 posts, yielding sufficient reliability scores for issues (Krippen-
dorff’s alpha = 0.71) and actor (Krippendorff’s alpha = 0.73). We also slightly adapted and
refined the initial categories used so the new categories would better match the actual
data collected.

To measure participants’ assessment of the issue of the participation offer, we asked,
‘How important is the political theme of the political offer for you personally?’. The adoles-
cents rated their answers on a five-point scale (‘not important at all’ = 1; ‘very important’ =
5). To assess how strongly the adolescents identified with the actor of the participation
offer, the participants were asked, ‘How strongly do you identify with the initiator of the
participation offer?’. The adolescents rated their answers on a five-point scale (‘not at
all’ = 1; ‘very much’ = 5).

Political participation was measured with the question, ‘Will you participate in the
offer?’. Adolescents could either chose ‘I have participated already’, ‘Yes, I’m going to par-
ticipate for sure’, ‘I don’t know if I want to participate’, or ‘No, I don’t want to participate’.
We later dummy-coded the answers (‘I don’t know if I want to participate in the study’, ‘No,
I don’t want to participate’ = 0; ‘I have participated already’, ‘Yes, I would like to participate
for sure’ = 1).

Figure 2. Occurrences of difference types of issues.
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Results

Descriptive findings

Figure 1 indicates that the students in this sample collected participation offers primarily
from citizen movements (NGOs or citizen associations). In fact, 44.44 percent of all col-
lected participation offers were provided by citizen movements; 21.88 percent of all
offers came from traditional party organization or party candidates, and 11.93 percent
of all offers were initiated by individual citizens (see Figure 1). Other actors played a com-
parably minor role. Most of the offers were related to issues such as the environment and
animal protection (31.23 percent); 14.04 percent were related to social and economic pol-
icies, 13.33 percent were related to human and political rights, and 12.28 percent to ques-
tions of the political system.

Hypotheses testing

In the next step, we ran a series of multilevel regression analyses. We ran random-inter-
cept regression models to deal with the nested data structure (i.e. one student may have
collected several observations; see Gelman and Hill 2007). The results are shown in Table
1. We only present the fixed effects because the random effects may be biased since
some individuals in our sample collected only one observation (Gelman and Hill 2007,
275–76).

Model 1 in Table 1 shows the results of the regression analyses. Note that the actor vari-
ables represent a categorical variable, and we used ‘political party or candidate’ as the
reference category. In H1, we assumed that political offers provided from traditional
actors (i.e. parties and candidates, government bodies and agencies, traditional interest
groups) would score worse in issue importance compared to civil society actors (i.e. indi-
vidual citizens, citizen movements, the media). Model 1 in Table 1 shows the results for
issue importance. Results indicate that offers from political parties or political candidates

Table 1. Multilevel logistic regression predicting participation from Initiator (reference group =
Politician/Party) in Model 1 and additionally from perceived issue importance and identification with
the initiator in Model 2.

Issue importance Identification with actor Political participation
b (SE) b (SE) b (SE)

Type of actor
aGovernment actor 0.94** (0.35) 0.92** (0.34) −1.45 (1.22)
aTrad. interest group 1.00* (0.43) 0.06 (0.42) 0.68 (1.07)
aIndividual Citizen 0.83*** (0.24) 0.47+ (0.24) 0.51 (0.67)
aCitizen movement 1.27*** (0.18) 1.02*** (0.18) 0.46 (0.52)
aMedia 0.85* (0.40) 0.85* (0.40) 0.08 (1.07)
aStudent organization 1.54*** (0.39) 0.66+ (0.39) 0.19 (1.00)
aOther 0.63* (0.29) 0.56* (0.28) 0.36 (0.77)

Student’s evaluation
Issue importance 0.60** (0.20)
Identification with actor 0.52** (0.19)

Constant 2.74*** (0.15) 2.47*** (0.17) −5.07*** (0.89)
Observations/Individuals 285/67 285/67 285/67
Log Likelihood −438.94 −436.54 −141.74
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 934.41 929.60 345.67

Note: a‘Political candidate or party’ is the references category.
Sig. levels: +p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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score the worst in terms of perceived issue importance. They score significantly lower
compared to all other actors, including other traditional political actors. It should be
noted that the differences range from 0.63 points (other actors) to 1.27 (citizen move-
ments). From a substantial perspective, a one-point increase equalizes a 20 percent
increase on the five-point scale we used. However, as we are relying on a relatively
small sample size, these values come with some uncertainty, which is why we also
present the 95 percent confidence intervals in Figure 3. In addition, we found that
offers from government actors or traditional interest groups did not score significantly
lower on issue importance than offers from civil society actors, as the overlapping confi-
dence intervals in Figure 3 indicate. Therefore, we found partial support for H1. Finally,
it is also noteworthy that citizen movements and student organizations scored compar-
ably high on perceived issue importance. Citizen movements scored significantly higher
compared to political actors, individual citizens and ‘other actors’. Offers from student
organizations scored significantly higher compared to political actors and ‘other actors’.

In hypothesis 2, we assumed that adolescents in this sample identify more strongly with
civil society actors compared to traditional political actors. We found similar results for
identification with the actors as we found for issue importance. Model 2 in Table 1
shows the results, which are also depicted in Figure 4. The error bars in Figure 4 indicate
the 95 percent confidence intervals. Again, we observed the largest difference compared
to citizen movements (1.02 points on the five-point scale). Furthermore, political parties/
candidates scored substantially lower on identification than individual citizens and
student organizations, but these differences only yielded a marginal level of significance
(p < .10). Finally, traditional interest groups scored significantly lower on identification
compared to citizen movements (b = 0.96, p < .05). Government actors did not significantly
differ from civil society actors, although they did score significantly better than party/can-
didate actors.

Figure 3. Perceived issue importance of participation offers from different types of actors. Error bars
indicate 95 percent confidence interval.
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One could also argue that identification with an actor and perceived issue importance
are correlated. Thus, in an additional analysis, we tested whether the coefficients change
when controlling for actor identification in model 1 and for issue importance in model 2. In
both models, actor identification and issue importance are highly significant predictors of
each other. Inclusion of the variables also reduces the size and significance of the coeffi-
cients. For example, in model 1, citizen movements, individual citizen, and student organ-
ization (all vs. political party/candidate) remain significant predictors, but the coefficients
of government, media and other actors no longer yield significance. In model 2, when con-
trolling for issue importance, only the coefficient of citizen movements remains significant.

The third model in Table 1 represents a logistic binary regression with random inter-
cepts. We test whether perceived issue importance (H3a) and identification with the
actor (H3b) increase the likelihood of participation. Results show that both perceived
issue importance (H3a) and identification with the actor (H3b) increased the likelihood
of political participation. Figure 5 shows the predicted probabilities of participation for
different levels of perceived issue importance and identification with the actor. For
example, an increase of one standard deviation from the mean increases the likelihood
of participation from 25.76 percent (lower CI = 17.00, upper CI = 37.05) to 42.04 percent
(lower CI = 27.20, upper CI = 58.47). A decrease of 1 standard deviation from the mean
decreases the likelihood of participation to 14.25 percent (lower CI = 7.19, upper CI =
26.26). For identification with the actor, an increase of 1 standard deviation from the
mean boosts the likelihood of participation from 25.77 (lower CI = 17.00, upper CI =
37.05) percent to 39.88 percent. (lower CI = 25.67, upper CI = 56.03). A decrease of 1 stan-
dard deviation from the mean decreases the likelihood of participation to 15.37 percent
(lower CI = 7.99, upper CI = 27.54).

Next, we assumed that the degree to which different actors stimulate participation was
mediated by perceived issue importance (H4a) and actor identification (H4b). To test this
notion, we calculated the indirect effects based on the regressions in Table 1. We used the

Figure 4. Reported level of identification with different types of actors. Error bars indicate 95 percent
confidence interval.
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mediation package in R to calculate Quasi-Bayesian confidence intervals for indirect effects
based on 5,000 Monte Carlo simulations (see Imai, Keele, and Tingley 2010; Tingley et al.
2014). As participation is a binary variable, the coefficients represent the increase in prob-
ability of participation (Tingley et al. 2014). Again, we use political party/candidate as the
reference category for our analysis. Findings of the mediation analysis are shown in
Table 2. The results indicate that the effects of the initiators (i.e. all other actors vs. political
party/candidate as the reference category) are all significantly mediated via perceived
issue importance.

We also calculated the proportion of the total effect mediated (= mediation effect
divided by the total effect, see Mascha et al. 2013). It should be noted that we find some-
what inconsistent effects for government actors. While individuals found their issues more
appealing and identified more strongly with such actors, the total and direct effects on

Figure 5. Predicted probabilities calculated based on Table 1. All covariates in the model are set to their
mean values (i.e. proportional values for the dummy variables).

Table 2. Indirect effects of actor via issue importance and identification with actor on political
participation.

Via issues Via identification

Lower Upper Prop. mediated Lower Upper Prop. mediated
aGovernment actor 0.009 0.161 −0.27b 0.008 0.137 −0.24b
aTrad. interest group 0.010 0.208 0.36 −0.059 0.078 0.04
aIndividual Citizen 0.018 0.151 0.44 −0.001 0.087 0.23
aCitizen movement 0.036 0.186 0.61 0.022 0.140 0.51
aMedia 0.005 0.178 0.29 0.003 0.157 0.25
aStudent organization 0.040 0.274 0.64 −0.007 0.138 0.21

Note: a‘Political candidate or party’ is the references category.
bThe negative sign indicates that the total effect of ‘Government actor’ is negative.
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participation were negative (though not significantly). One explanation could be that gov-
ernment actors provide attractive participation offers to young people. However, these
offers may be very specific (such as political education programs), and the process of par-
ticipation may be comparably complicated (e.g. schools have to sign up).

Finally, we also performed mediation analyses to investigate whether government
actors or traditional interest groups were less likely to stimulate participation via identifi-
cation and issue importance compared to civil society actors. We only found significant
differences between traditional interest group actors and citizen movements. To be
precise, citizen movements were more likely than traditional interest groups to stimulate
participation via identification (lower CI = 0.006, upper CI = 0.17) and issue importance
(lower CI = 0.009, upper CI = 0,17).

Additional findings

We also looked at whether there were differences between online and offline participation
offers (Krippendorff’s alpha = 0.72). We found that our results do not change when control-
ling for whether the participation offers relate to online or offline activities. We also found
that the provision of online participation offers did not affect students’ perceived issue
importance. However, the provision of offline offers was highly significantly negatively
related to actor identification (b =−50, p < .001). Furthermore, students were less likely
to participate in offline offers (b =−1.54, p < .01).

Discussion

Our findings provide support for an increasing political detachment from traditional pol-
itical institutions on the one hand, and cognitive mobilization and the increasing impor-
tance of non-institutional political participation (Bennett and Segerberg 2011) on the
other. This indicates that these two views may not be mutually exclusive; that is, detach-
ment from traditional institutions may not necessarily and directly be related to general
political apathy. Thus, our findings support the notion that young people are not detached
from politics per se, but from the political representatives, who do not provide relevant
issues for them (Quintelier 2007). Young people have to redefine the ‘political’ by
turning to alternative sources and spaces for political engagement. However, as the
young generation will be the future leaders of our democratic countries, political represen-
tatives are well-advised to react to their needs and provide more tangible channels for pol-
itical participation that speak to the issues, interests and identities of adolescents (Henn,
Weinstein, and Forrest 2005; Harris, Wyn, and Younes 2010).

We have argued that young people need to develop a certain level of identification
with an actor and appraise their issues as relevant in order to actively engage with their
participation offers. In line with this theorizing, we found that public actors need to
provide appealing political issues and speak to young people’s identities in order to stimu-
late youth political engagement. The most critical finding of this study is that traditional
political actors, political candidates, and parties specifically, lag behind in providing mean-
ingful political participation channels for young people in our sample of Austria. In fact,
adolescents in our sample perceived the issues from candidates and parties as the least
important and identified least (with the exception of traditional interest groups, which
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also scored poorly) with such actors. Instead, young people identify more strongly with
other civil society actors, most importantly, citizen movements that perceived their
issues as more important, and hence were more likely to participate in their offers.

The mediation analysis indicated that both perceived issue importance and identifi-
cation with the actors can explain why young people may have become reluctant to
engage with political parties and candidates. Perceived issue importance exerted the
most impactful mediating role and explained lower rates of political participation in
offers from party and candidate actors compared to all other actors. For example, 61
percent of the total difference in participating in offers from citizen movements (vs.
party/candidates) was mediated via issue importance, and 64 percent of the effect of
student organizations (vs. party/candidates) was mediated via issue importance. In fact,
one could argue that this is an optimistic finding, because the provision of youth-oriented
issues is a comparably easy task, but, of course, requires political will. By contrast, building
identification is a long-term goal and certainly also related to the frequent provision of
appealing issues. Overall, the results strongly suggest that political parties and candidates
need to adapt theway they speak to youngpeople in Austria.Most importantly, institutional
actors have to relate their workmore strongly to the lives of adolescents, provide appealing
issues and create images and organizations young people can identify with.

An additional analysis also revealed that the low issues importance and identification
scores of political candidates and parties remained robust even when controlling for
online/ offline participation. Interestingly, whether an offer related to an offline (rather
than an online) activity did not affect young people’s perceived issue importance.
However, the provision of offline activities was negatively related to the perceived identifi-
cation with the actor. This may indicate that actors who provide offline participation offers
only can hardly speak to young people’s identities anymore. Overall, it has to be men-
tioned that the results described here are both time- and context-specific. However,
they are still in line with findings from other democratic countries.

Limitations and further research

The sample is not fully representative. Furthermore, additional data would be helpful to
get a better understanding of the effect sizes. Additionally, we did not ask if the adoles-
cents knew the initiator of the political participation offer, which could have been interest-
ing for the individual citizen category. Perhaps adolescents identify more with initiators
because the adolescents know them personally or because they are public figures, such
as influencers or bloggers. Overall, the extent of identification with such initiators would
be an interesting avenue for further research.

Conclusion

This study is one of the first to investigate adolescents’ political engagement using a
citizen science approach. Since many authors criticized the survey approach to study
young people’s political participation (e.g. Heiss and Matthes 2017), citizen science
studies reveal important new insights into adolescents’ political environments. Our
findings suggest that political parties were least successful in addressing youth issues
and identities. Thus, political parties need to change their ways of speaking to young
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people and provide more efficient channels for youth engagement. Only then may parties
increase the overall political participation of young people – which is a key prerequisite for
the success of our future democracies.
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