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Coming to terms with the multidimensionsionality of civic and political engagement implies
analyzing it in a comprehensive manner: not limited to conventional modes of expression,
nor to dichotomic perspectives or observable acts of participation. Studies in this field tend
to overlook cognitive and emotional dimensions as types of engagement which, alongside
with behavior, constitute citizenship. In this article, we analyze data from the Portuguese
sample of the CATCH-EyoU Project’s survey (1,007 young people aged between 14 and
30 years old). The main result is the identification of four distinct profiles according to
behavioral, emotional and cognitive forms of engagement: Alienated, Passive, Disengaged
and Engaged. These profiles are then examined to assess whether and how they differ in
terms of: i) national and European identification, ii) relationships with alternative and
traditional media, iii) democratic support, and iv) attitudes towards immigrants and
refugees. The relationship between the different profiles and individual socio-
demographic variables is also examined. We discuss how different dis/engagement
profiles relate with socio-political dimensions and have different consequences both in
terms of the political integration of young people and of the political challenges faced by
democratic societies.

Keywords: young people, citizenship, dis/engagement, alienation, passivity, european identification, immigration,
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INTRODUCTION

Youth civic and political participation occurs in different ways and contexts, is triggered by diverse
factors and unfolds in a range of combinations and patterns. The diversity characterizing
participation is widely reported, nationally and internationally (e.g., Sloam and Henn, 2019;
Barrett and Zani 2015; Lamprianou, 2013; Fernandes-Jesus, Malafaia, Ferreira, Cicognani and
Menezes, 2012; Ekman and Amnå, 2012; Norris, 2004). Also, approaching participation from a
“broad view” (Ribeiro, Neves and Menezes, 2017), understanding it as a continuum of dynamic
behaviors (e.g., Youniss, Bales, Christmas-Best, Diversi, McLaughlin and Silbereisen, 2002), sheds
light on how democracy is performed in contemporary societies.

Diagnoses of the recession of democracy (Diamond, 2015) resonate with the widening gap
between citizens and politics. At the time of the empirical study presented in this manuscript, the
functioning of the government and, in particular, the confidence in political parties, was the lowest
scored dimension in Portugal (The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2019). According to the most recent
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2020 report, Portugal is among the Western European countries
with a “flawed democracy”—a category already occupied in 2018,
albeit the upgrading to the “full democracy” status in 2019 –, with
Western Europe’s average score declining since 2006 (The
Economist Intelligence Unit, 2021). The growth of populist
and radical movements in Europe and the increase of the
“global intolerance for the adequate procedure, deliberative
rationality and political patience that democratic systems
always demand” (Appadurai, 2017, p. 25) have raised
important challenges, namely regarding groups, such as young
people, that are reportedly more dissatisfied with the mechanisms
of representative democracy.

Political officials express such concerns, highlighting the need
to “prevent and combat violent radicalisation among young
people” and to foster knowledgeable, critical, and participatory
citizens (Council of Europe, 2017, p. 51). Indeed, young people
are among the social groups identified as being on the losing side
of the unbridled neoliberal development (Della Porta, 2017),
being particularly affected by financial hardships, both in
terms of unemployment and labour precariousness (OECD,
2015). Simultaneously, young people are frequently called to
the stand when it comes to finding explanations for the
decline in conventional politics, despite the recognition of a
profound shift in how politicisation occurs in the current
generation, with an expansion of the very meaning of politics
in terms of targets, spheres, and repertoires of action (Henn,
Weinstein and Wring, 2002; Norris, 2004). A more detailed
understanding of political engagement and the exploration of
the democratic implications of its different nuances remain an
important research endeavour.

It has been widely documented that a considerable proportion
of young people do not participate (e.g., Putnam, 2000; Henn,
Weinstein and Forrest, 2005): do not vote, do not do volunteer, do
not use the internet for political or social reasons, are not ethically
aware consumers, and so on. In a nutshell, a large number of
youngsters can easily be assessed as apathetic (e.g., Cammaerts,
Bruter, Banaji, Harrison and Anstead, 2015). However, recent
developments in the field of youth civic and political
participation prevent us from making such a hasty assessment.
On the one hand, the absence of observable acts of participation
does not always equate with apathy and may not be a synonym of
complete inaction (e.g., Schudson, 1996; Amnå and Ekman, 2015).
On the other hand, the focus on spectacular forms of participation
neglects “ordinary” approaches to engagement and prevents a
nuanced understanding of the relationship between youth and
politics (e.g., Malafaia, Neves and Menezes, 2021).

Taking this evidence into due account, it is necessary to
overcome the dichotomist perspective of youth engagement, and
in look for the multidimensionsionality of non-participation,
including political passivity that has been strangely ignored in
the literature (Amnå and Ekman, 2015; Weiss, 2020). Indeed, the
studies in this field tend to privilege the domain of action–the
number of typologies created to account for the range of forms of
participation is quite illustrative (e.g., Pattie, Seyd and Whiteley,
2003; Teorell, Torcal and Montero, 2007; Van Deth, 2014). To be
sure, cognitive and emotional dimensions are often present in the
studies of participation, but mainly as predictive factors and

correlates (Van Zomeren et al., 2008; Eckstein, Noack and
Gniewosz, 2013), and mostly overlooked as types of engagement
that, along with behavior, constitute citizenship. Considering the
behavioural, cognitive, and emotional dimensions enables going
beyond an artificial, static condition of citizenship and can tell us
much about the present and the future of democracies. Thus, based
on the Portuguese data of the European CATCH-EyoU Project,
this article examines different profiles of civic and political
engagement, exploring how they uncover the diverse ways in
which young people are constructing themselves as democratic
European citizens. Concretely, we seek to explore whether and how
different profiles of engagement reveal distinct patterns of: i)
national and European identification, ii) relationship with
alternative and traditional media, iii) democratic support, and
iv) attitudes towards immigrants and refugees. The relationship
between the different profiles and the individual socio-
demographic variables is also examined.

YOUTH CIVIC AND POLITICAL
ENGAGEMENT
Youth Political Agency and New
Repertoires of Political Action
The study of youth civic and political engagement is currently
punctuated by two intertwined discourses: i) the current political
upheavals call for an active participation of citizens in public
affairs for the sake of a well-functioning participatory and
representative democracy; and ii) young people are estranged
from institutional politics whilst presenting progressively
complex patterns of engagement that can no longer be
grasped by black-and-white kinds of analysis.

In Europe and elsewhere, the polarised political climate, the
economic crisis (worsened by the COVID pandemic), the distrust
in political class, and the rise of populist and anti-democratic
movements have brought about relevant challenges to democratic
systems (Sloam, 2014; Norris and Inglehart, 2018). The
Democracy Index (2019) alerts that “in 2018 the score for the
perceptions of democracy suffered its biggest fall in the index
since 2010” (p. 5). Unsurprisingly, political participation is one of
the most studied topics concerning the development of
contemporary democracies, particularly in Western countries
(Ekman and Amnå, 2012; Menezes et al., 2012; Van Deth,
2014; Barrett and Zani, 2015). However, to interpret this
phenomenon properly, one must consider other aspects that
significantly impact on contemporary liberal democracies. We
should, for example, pay more attention to the concentration of
political and participatory opportunities in those with more
cultural and economic resources (Lamprianou, 2013), the
instrumentalisation of young people as voters and passive
supporters (Amnå and Ekman, 2015), and the increase of the
cultural divide since the outset of the global financial crisis
(Norris and Inglehart, 2018).

The consistently high levels of scepticism among young
European citizens regarding national and European political
institutions, recurrently signal out young people under a
number of labels: e.g., “problematic,” “lost,” “apathetic,” “at
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risk,” “immature” (Pontes, Henn and Griffiths, 2018; Allen and
Ainley, 2011; Norris, 2004). The reproduction of such labelling,
however, produces worrying and long-term consequences that
oftenmask other problems, such as the lack of responsiveness and
political transparency in contemporary liberal democratic states
(Amnå and Ekman, 2015; Henn et al., 2005). In parallel (and
consequently) young people lose their trust in formal political
processes and often also in themselves as politically competent
citizens (Malafaia, Neves and Menezes, 2021; Norris, 2004). An
analysis of a large cross-disciplinary corpus of published work
aiming to understand how the concept of “active citizenship” is
mobilised shows that, in political terms, youth is always described
as “getting ready” but rarely as active citizens (Banaji, Mejias, Kouts,
Piedade, Pavlopoulos, Tzankova, Mackova and Amnå, 2018).

Research in this field has shown that looking for dichotomies
is rather simplistic when it comes to youth political engagement
and, in fact, neglects many forms of engagement that compose the
democratic landscape (Amnå and Ekman, 2015). In the last
decade, the criticisms of the narrow conceptions of politics
when researching youngsters’ participation (Ribeiro et al.,
2017; Barrett and Zani, 2015; Menezes et al., 2012; O’Toole
et al., 2015; Flanagan, 2013), opened up new avenues for
learning about youth engagement. This shift made recognising
young people as fully-fledged political actors and citizens
possible, moving beyond seeing them as “political appendices”
(Marsh et al., 2007; Henn et al., 2005; O Tool et al., 2015). The
broader scope of political engagement revealed that while “big P”
politics (electoral) may be seen as a source of disappointment,
“little p” politics (lifestyle, community-based) is acquiring a new
importance (Kahne et al., 2013), and that sometimes non-
participation does not mean that politics is disregarded
(Ekman and Amnå, 2014). However, a recent literature review
reveals that “the current literature is inconsistent in the inclusion
of new modes of participation that are increasingly common
among young adults (. . .); result[ing] the fact that non-
participation has not yet been problematized adequately”
(Weiss, 2020, p. 9). The understanding of Millennials as
somewhat distinct, as a “generation apart” (Henn, Weinstein
and Wring, 2002), as politically interested although highly
reluctant regarding formal politics, led to ongoing attempts to
make sense of their multifaceted patterns and profiles of
engagement (Fox, 2015). Yet, exactly how these political
profiles relate to socio-political dimensions and, ultimately,
shape democratic citizenship, needs to be further explored.

Large-scale social networks, horizontal forms of organisation,
online forms of expression, non-conventional and direct modes
of engagement, often grounded on cause-oriented projects (de
Moor, 2016; Sloam, 2014; Norris, 2004), define youth
participation and outline the current Youthquake (italic in the
original, Sloam and Henn, 2019). This update of young people as
political actors opens up unpredictable–because they are non-
linear–spaces, requiring the recognition that repertoires of action
are expanding (e.g., Pontes, Henn and Griffiths, 2018; Sloam,
2014). The notion of repertoire, originated from the social
movement literature (Taylor and Van Dyke, 2004), is helpful
to make sense of the constellations of strategies and actions
employed in political action, as it translates diverse patterns

and profiles of engagement. Oser (2017) analyses “actor-
centred repertoires of political action,” clustered among
American young people, showing that the repertoire approach
is more suitable and coherent for analysing citizen participation
than the focus on doing/not doing specific activities. Whilst
Millennials in Western societies are often defined as a post-
materialistic generation (Norris, 2004; Sloam, 2014), they are able
to display striking mobilisation, creating, importing and
transforming repertoires of action grounded on materialistic
concerns–the anti-austerity movements in southern Europe
were a fine example of this. In sum, examining the political
engagement of contemporary youth entails, first and foremost,
overcoming the rhetoric of the political anomy of young people,
and complexifying the narratives about the participatory crisis
(which must be framed as part and parcel of a changing world).

In this article, the amplitude of engagement is not only
approached in terms of its different dimensions (emotional,
cognitive, and behavioral), but also according to the variety of
forms and contexts through which participation unfolds. We
follow Weiss (2020) pleas regarding the need to account for new
modes of participation, including those that are increasingly more
attractive for young people (e.g., online or expressive). In this regard,
it is crucial a research perspective anchored on a practice-based
approach to democratic citizenship, as something experienced in
real-life contexts, with opportunities for citizens to make sense of
their role and place in the world (Biesta and Lawy, 2006). To put it
bluntly, researching young people’s participation implies the
recognition that they “learn at least as much about democracy
and citizenship from their participation in the range of different
practices that make up their lives, as they learn from that which is
officially prescribed and formally taught” (Biesta and Lawy, 2006, p.
73). As it will be fleshed out later, the behavioral dimension of
engagement explored in this article encompasses different practices
of participation in real-life contexts–from collective demonstrations
to political encounters and volunteer organizations.

Diversity in Participatory Profiles and Its
Implications for Democracy
The recognition of the multi-dimensionality of participation is no
breaking news (e.g., Verba and Nie, 1972), but the amplitude of
the current modes of engagement in relation to democracies
brings new challenges. Research trying to unpack the many tones
of the engagement, including examining the apparent non-
participation, reveals that youngsters are often unable to
identify their political engagement as such. Even when they
fall into categories of “political passivity,” they hold opinions
about political matters, acknowledging their relevance, even when
they are not interested in them (Sloam, 2007; Mathé, 2018). This
is why we must consider “pre-political” behaviours (Amnå and
Ekman, 2015) and the temporal nature of issue-based
engagement (Ekman and Amnå, 2014) to understand new
forms of participation and, afterwards, to draw out their social
and democratic implications.

Research has been showing the importance of considering
several dimensions (social, psychological, demographical,
motivational, emotional, and cognitive) to explain different
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forms of participation. Furthermore, it is argued that, in order to
understand and predict participation, the psychological
dimension of engagement needs to be taken into account, as it
is often a prelude for participation (Barrett and Zani, 2015). This
entails a perspective of political engagement that considers
individuals’ behavior, coupled with the cognitive and
emotional domains of participation. In line with Ekman and
Amnå (2012) notion of latent forms of participation, cognitive
engagement encompasses political interest and the search for
political information, therefore representing individuals’ efforts
to understand political issues and keep up with the current
political debates (Pontes et al., 2018). This dimension is also
present in the official political documents that define guidelines
and goals for citizenship education. In the 2017 Eurydice report
on citizenship education at school in Europe, the dimension of
“acting democratically” emphasizes the cognitive aspects of
citizenship–e.g., the knowledge of political processes and
institutions–and is considered the most political part of
citizenship education, since it is expected that democratic
knowledge is intertwined with active participation in political
life (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2017). Indeed
(cognitive) awareness about politics is indicated as the divider
between apathy and alienation, notwithstanding the puzzles
brought about by apathy in efficient representative
democracies (Dahl et al., 2018). The psychological process of
engagement encompasses not only the cognitive dimension, but
also the emotional aspect of engagement (Barrett, 2015). The
emotional dimension reflects, for instance, perceptions about the
value of participation in politics and reactions to politicians’
actions and the levels of responsiveness attributed to political
processes. The important role of emotions as “an integral part of
political action, both individually and collectively” (Cepernich,
2015, p. 1) has already been stressed by political philosophers
(e.g., Bobbio, 1995), and it is explored in studies from psychology
and political science to explain civic and political participation
(Van Zomeren, et al., 2008). However, “emotions struggled to
establish themselves as a category of social sciences” (Cepernich,
2015, p. 1), and political engagement continues to focus mostly on
variables assessing political actions and, thus, studies in this
domain often fail to recognize that a person who is
“behaviorally passive” may not necessarily be politically
unengaged or disaffected. In fact, other studies show that
“non-activists” (Sloam, 2007) and “passive” groups (Ekman
and Amnå, 2014; Mathé, 2018) actually pay attention,
formulate opinions and display feelings concerning political
matters, even if they do not participate overtly.

Profiles of participation are not individually crystalized, and
nobody is either active or passive in every circumstance. Rather,
and in line with the “standby” notion (Ekman and Amnå, 2014),
participation can be activated at any moment, framed by specific
contexts and triggered by specific factors, such as particular
moments of economic hardship (Malafaia et al., 2017) and
perceptions of discrimination (Vrablikova and Linek, 2015;
Ribeiro et al., 2016). Also, researching disengaged groups–or,
better said, those who display, at a given time, a disengaged
profile–requires a closer look, considering that they often hold
low levels of cultural capital, coming from poor backgrounds,

standing on the weak side of the digital divide, profoundly
politically disenchanted and tending to react very negatively to
cultural diversity (Sloam and Henn, 2019). Researching the
youngsters’ attitudes towards the European Union and how
they identify as European citizens came from the need to
understand the legitimization terms of the European political
project for the native young Europeans (Mazzoni et al., 2018;
Hansen, 1998). As noted in the Democracy Index (2019) report,
political participation in many countries is being framed by anti-
establishment motivations, grounded in the rise of identity
politics and the attraction towards leaders whose success lies
on a “democracy fatigue” that is insidiously reoriented against the
liberal, deliberative and inclusive dimensions of the national
versions of democracy (Appadurai, 2017). Contrariwise, the
“young cosmopolitans” (Sloam and Henn, 2019) correspond to
those youngsters who present broad participatory repertoires
(including both conventional and non-conventional politics)
being associated to a greater political sophistication that
translates not only into political interest and knowledge, but
also into the ability to navigate through different political arenas.
Looking at these different profiles makes getting a sense of how
politics and citizenship are being lived possible, while also
understand how they are being transformed. What kind of
engagement profiles do Portuguese young people display? In
what ways do these profiles reveal different forms of
identification with Europe? What new forms of relationship
with the media, as vehicles of political information, emerge?
Do different profiles of engagement involve different attitudes
towards democracy and cultural diversity? The answers to these
questions contribute to a better understanding of Portuguese
young people’s engagement and democratic citizenship.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
For this study, we used the survey data collected by the Portuguese
team of the European CATCH-EyoU project (Constructing Active
Citizenship with European Youth: Policies, Practices, Challenges and
Solutions), funded by Horizon 2020. A total of 1,007 Portuguese
young people (63.3% female) participated in the survey, and the data
was collected using both online and paper formats. All participants
provided informed consent to participate in this research, either
signed by them or by their parents/legal guardians in the case of the
under-age participants. The youngsters were recruited in diverse
contexts of education and participation (e.g., regular and vocational
schools, public and private higher education institutions, youth
associations), located mainly in the Metropolitan area of Porto,
but also in the Lisbon and Braga districts. Overall, data was collected
between Autumn 2016 and Spring 2017, and the sample is
composed by a group enrolled in school education (higher and
lower tracks) aged between 14 and 20 years old (n � 416, 59.5%
female; Mage � 16.5, SD � 1.13) and a group aged between 17 and
30 years old (n � 591, 65.9% female; Mage � 22.1, SD � 5.29). The
instrument is a self-report questionnaire that comprises a wide set of
scales observing civic and political participation, political attitudes
and relationship with Europe.
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This paper examines profiles of youth engagement to
understand how they differ in terms of personal and
sociodemographic characteristics, and their relationship with
variables associated to European democratic citizenship. Thus,
we proceeded as following:

First, and in order to look for profiles of youth engagement, we
began by performing a cluster analysis including behavioural,
cognitive and emotional dimensions of civic and political
engagement. Therefore, we explored how the Portuguese
youngsters from our sample could be classified according to
their behavioural engagement (activist, online and civic forms
of participation), their emotional engagement (trust and
alienation) and their cognitive engagement (information and
interest). To identify profiles of civic and political engagement,
we applied K-means clustering. Contrary to hierarchical
clustering, partitional clustering (e.g., K-means) is often
chosen in pattern recognition, since it does not impose a
hierarchical structure to the data: all clusters are taken
simultaneously as a partition of it, potentiating more
homogeneous and similar clusters (Jain, 2010). Additionally,
K-means algorithm has recurrently proven to have good
cluster recovery properties (e.g., Steinley, 2006; Dimitriadou,
Dolnic�ar and Weingessel, 2002), entailing the opportunity of
modification of the values provided by the user (Steinley, 2006),
making it an appropriate analytical approach.

Secondly, we performed analyses of variance (ANOVA),
controlling for multiple testing through Sidak correction, in
order to examine whether and how different profiles of
engagement are related to i) personal and sociodemographic
characteristics (age, perception of household’s money,
religiosity, educational plans and life satisfaction), to ii)
sociopolitical variables (democracy support, attitudes towards
immigrants and refugees) and media relationship (trust in
traditional and alternative media) and to iii) the European and
national identification. The IBM SPSS Statistics 22 software was
used for data analysis.

Measures
Civic and Political Engagement–Behavioural,
Emotional and Cognitive Engagement
The behavioural component of civic and political engagement
was assessed with an adaptation of the Political Action Scale
(Lyons, 2008), which has been used in national studies with
similar samples (Menezes et al., 2012). The question read as
follows: “People can express their opinions regarding important
local, environmental or political issues. They do so by
participating in different activities. Have you done any of the
following in the past 12 months?”—response scale was 1 “No,”
2 “Rarely,” 3 “Sometimes,” 4 “Often,” or 5 “very often.” After
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) (civic and political) behavioural
engagement is a three-dimensional construct (Maximum
Likelihood extraction (ML), three factor solution, 44.9%
explained variance): Activist engagement with nine items
(Cronbach’s α � 0.88): e.g., “Painted or stuck political
messages or graffiti on walls,” “Taken part in a demonstration
or strike”; Online engagement with six items (Cronbach’s α �
0.76): e.g., “Shared news or music or videos with social or political

content with people in my social networks (e.g., in Facebook,
Twitter etc.),” “Discussed social or political issues on the
internet”; Civic engagement with three items (Cronbach’s α �
0.67): e.g., “Volunteered or worked for a social cause (children/
the elderly/refugees/other people in need/youth organization),”
“Participated in a concert or a charity event for a social or political
cause”.

The emotional side of civic and political engagement was
measured through Trust (political and interpersonal) (EFA, ML
one factor solution, 38.0% variance explained; Cronbach’s α �
0.61): “I trust the European Union,” “I trust the national
government,” “Most people can be trusted,” from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree); and Alienation (4-item; EFA, ML
one factor solution, 53.6% variance explained; Cronbach’s α �
0.82): “People like me do not have opportunities to influence the
decisions of the European Union,” “It does not matter who wins
the Portuguese elections, the interests of ordinary people do not
matter,” rated from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Given the relationship between political trust and political
alienation (Fox, 2015), feelings of political powerlessness,
distrust of political institutions and other people are
considered key in the emotional engagement and triggers of
political action. An emotional conception of trust, closely
linked to the field of political psychology, understands
“political trust [as] an affective attitude–a relatively enduring
set of feelings and emotions–that individuals adopt (. . .) when it
is impossible for them to know whether or not political
institutions will act consistently with their interests”
(Dodsworth et al., 2020, p. 5). We agree that acknowledging
the emotional dimension of the act of trusting (Lahno, 2001)
implies going beyond the potential pitfalls of conceiving trust as
grounded on the actors’ information-based strategic choices. It is
argued that a rationalist reductionism of trust hampers a nuanced
appreciation of the complexities of political agency, overlooking
trust as an emotional attitude that tends to influence deliberative
(cognitive) processes (Lahno, 2001, p. 177). Indeed, research
studies exploring the role of both political and social trust in
political participation highlight the emotional and psychological
states entailed in either trusting or distrusting (e.g., Chen, 2018;
Bertsou, 2019).

The construct of cognitive engagement (with civic and
political issues) was assessed through political interest and
political information as two dimensions related to being
attentive to and interested in political affairs, classical
predictors of participation (e.g., Verba et al., 1995). Political
Interest (EFA, ML one factor solution, 59.6% variance
explained; Cronbach’s α � 0.85) was measured using a 4-item
scale, used in other international studies (IEA Cived, 2002): e.g.,
“How interested are you in politics?,” “How interested are you in
European Union related topics?”. The response’s format ranged
from 1 (extremely interested) to 5 (not interested at all). Political
Information (EFA, ML one factor solution, 36.5% variance
explained; Cronbach’s α � 0.67) comprised four items: “[being
a good EU citizen implies] to be informed about what is going on
in European Union,” “I feel that I have a pretty good
understanding of important societal issues.” This scale
combines items from the dimension of citizenship conceptions
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(Torney-Purta et al., 2001) and political efficacy (IEA Cived,
2002), in the extent that they evaluate the active search for
information and the importance attributed to being politically
informed.

Personal and Socio-Demographic Variables
In the analyses of variance (ANOVA), we included as independent
variables a range of personal and socio-demographic features that
the literature indicates as influencing civic and political
participation: age, income, religiosity, life satisfaction and
educational plans. Age (how old are you?) is one of the classical
predictors of civic and political engagement, deemed fundamental
when studying variance in youth participatory patterns (Barrett
and Zani, 2015). Likewise, the effect of family income on youth civic
and political participation is indicated as an important measure of
socioeconomic status (Verba et al., 1995). In line with previous
studies (Malafaia et al., 2017), income was assessed by asking the
youngsters’ perception about the income of their household
covering the needs of its members (1 � not at all; 2 � rarely;
3 � sometimes; 4 � completely), given the likelihood that young
people cannot (or may feel uncomfortable to) directly assess their
parents’ income. Religiosity (to what extent are you religious?) and
life satisfaction (on the whole, how satisfied are you with the life you
lead?) were included as they proved to be related to the likelihood of
being civic and politically active (e.g., Crystal and DeBell, 2002).
Finally, youngsters were asked about their educational plans (how
many years of education do you plan to complete?) in a scale
ranging from 1 (lower secondary education) to 5 (higher
education), as it can be considered an indicator of success in
formal education, related to political engagement (Nie et al., 1996).

Relationship With Media, Others and Democracy
The attitudes towards immigrants and refugees, as well as
democratic support, were included as important socio-political
variables. In addition, the relationship with the media (traditional
and alternative media) was considered.

Attitudes towards immigrants and refugees are assessed by two
separate items: “immigrants tend to take job opportunities from
local people” and “I feel that our country has enough economic
problems and that is why we cannot afford to help refugees.”
These two items are based on the tolerance scale used in previous
national (Menezes et al., 2012) and international studies (Barrett
and Zani, 2015).

Democratic support, an important dimension in the socio-
political development, was measured by the item “Democracy is
the best system of government that I know” (1- strongly disagree;
5—strongly agree). This dimension is based on previous research
(e.g., IEA Cived, 2002) and used in studies with similar samples
(Menezes et al., 2012). This specific item proved to be particularly
intelligible for young participants (Macek et al., 2018).

Trust in professional and alternative media was assessed
through the two following items: “I consider most professional
media–TV, online, radio or print–as trustworthy sources of news
and information” and “I consider alternative online media as
more trustworthy sources of news and information than
professional media.” The responses ranged from ‘strongly
disagree” 1) to ‘strongly agree” (5). There is evidence that

professional and alternative media may play an intertwined
role on media consumption, rather than a dualistic one, but
variations in the combination of both types of media are related to
different expectations concerning alternative media (Macek et al.,
2018).

Relationship With Europe and Portugal
European and national identification were assessed based on the
Utrecht-management of identity commitments scale (Crocetti
et al., 2010). European and national identification scales were
subjected to EFA and each results in a three factor solution (EU,
EFA, ML three factor solution, 48.0% variance explained;
national, EFA, ML three factor solution, 58.0% variance
explained) consistent with the original instrument and
representing: European/national commitment with three items
(EU: Cronbach’s α � 0.73; National: Cronbach’s α � 0.83): e.g., I
feel strong ties toward Europe/Portuguese; ii) European/national
exploration with three items (EU: Cronbach’s α � 0.75; National:
Cronbach’s α � 0.81): e.g., I often think about what it means to be
European/Portuguese; iii) European/national reconsideration
with three items (EU: Cronbach’s α � 0.63; National:
Cronbach’s α � 0.74): e.g., My feelings about Europe/Portugal
are changing.) The response format was a five-point Likert scale
ranging from 1) strongly disagree to 5) strongly agree.

RESULTS

Profiles of Youth Engagement
From the k-means clustering used to classify the participants
according to the behavioural, emotional and cognitive forms of
engagement, a four-cluster solution was found to be the best.
Figure 1 portrays these results. The first cluster was interpreted as
Alienated [n � 250]: low scores on the behavioural engagement
(namely on activism: M � 1.10), very low levels of emotional
engagement (scoring particularly high on alienation: M � 4.08)
and medium levels of cognitive engagement (e.g., interest: M �
3.14). The second cluster suggested a Passive profile [n � 286]: low
levels of behavioural engagement (e.g., online:M � 1.67), medium
values on the emotional dimension (e.g., alienation: M � 2.35)
and medium levels on the cognitive facet (e.g., information: M �
3.77). The Disengaged profile emerged in the third cluster [n �
256]: low levels in all variables measuring the behavioural,
emotional, and cognitive engagement. Finally, the fourth
cluster was labelled as Engaged [n � 159]: presenting the
highest levels in all variables measuring the behavioural
engagement (e.g., civic: M � 3.45), medium values of
emotional engagement (e.g., alienation: M � 3.36) and
medium-high levels of cognitive engagement (e.g., information:
M � 3.80).

Differences in the profiles of youth
engagement
Personal and socio-demographic differences
The analysis of variance conducted with the individual socio-
demographic variables revealed effects of clusters [Pillai’s Trace �
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0.086, F (15,1374) � 2.706, p � 0.000], indicating significant
differences regarding age [F � 7.02, p � 0.000] and income [F �
3.54, p � 0.015]. Pairwise comparisons show statistically
significant age differences between the alienated and the
disengaged profile (p � 0.016), and between the engaged
profile and both the passive (p � 0.017) and the disengaged
(p � 0.000) profiles. As depicted in Figure 2, the youngsters in the
engaged profile are older than the youngsters from the other
clusters, with participants in the alienated profile also being older
than the disengaged ones. Regarding income, significant
differences were observed between the alienated and the
engaged group, with youngsters that exhibit an alienated

profile of engagement experiencing more financial problems at
home–Figure 3.

Differences in the RelationshipWithMedia, Others and
Democracy.
The profiles of youth engagement display significant effects on
how youngsters relate with media, Others and democracy [Pillai’s
Trace � 0.104, F (15,2757) � 6.584, p � 0.000]. Regarding the
media, the engagement clusters only relate significantly with the
trust in alternative media [F � 8.456, p � 0.000]. Results reveal
that youngsters from the engaged cluster display significantly
more trust in the alternative online media as sources of

FIGURE 1 | Scores of behavioural, emotional and cognitive engagements in each cluster.

FIGURE 2 | Age differences in profiles of youth engagement.
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FIGURE 3 | Income differences in profiles of youth engagement.

FIGURE 4 | Democracy support and trust on alternative media - relationship with profiles of youth engagement.

FIGURE 5 | Negative views towards immigrants and refugees–relationship with profiles of youth engagement.
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information than both the alienated and the passive groups (p �
0.001, p � 0.000). Interestingly, the disengaged group scores
higher than the passive group (p � 0.046) in considering
alternative media as more trustworthy than professional media
(Figure 4).

The support of democracy as the best system of government,
statistically related to the clusters [F � 7.156, p � 0.000], is higher
on the engaged group, which exhibits significantly higher values
than the groups characterized by alienated (p � 0.012) and
disengaged (p � 0.001) profiles, which show the lowest scores
in support to democracy (Figure 4).

Results indicate that there is a statistically significant
relationship between the profiles of youth engagement and the
negative views towards immigrants [F � 3.189, p � 0.023] and
refugees [F � 15.520, p � 0.000], with the disengaged group
scoring significantly higher than the engaged group (p � 0.021) on
considering that ‘immigrants have a tendency to take job
opportunities from local people’. When it comes to the

negative views towards refugees, the alienated and the
disengaged clusters feel more strongly than the other groups
that due to the economic problems faced by Portugal, the country
cannot afford to help refugees (Figure 5).

Differences in the Relationship With Europe and
Portugal
The profiles of youth engagement are significantly related with the
variables of European and national identification [Pillai’s Trace �
0.235, F (18,2787) � 13.142, p � 0.000], particularly on the three
scales of the European identity (commitment [F � 20.883, p �
0.000], exploration [F � 45.011, p � 0.000] and reconsideration [F �
8.886, p � 0.000]), and on two scales of national identification
(commitment [F � 9.978, p � 0.000] and exploration [F � 71.465,
p � 0.000]. As displayed in the Figure 6, the results show that the
respondents’ sense of commitment to Europe is higher for the
passive and the engaged groups. Interestingly, the level of European
commitment of the passive group is the highest, being significantly

FIGURE 6 | European identity–relationship with profiles of youth engagement.

FIGURE 7 | National identity–relationship with profiles of youth engagement.
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different from that of the engaged (p � 0.023) and the disengaged
profiles (p � 0.000). Regarding the youngsters’ level of exploration
of EU identity, both the alienated and the passive profiles seem
more dedicated to exploring the meanings and implications of
being a European citizen than the disengaged youth (p � 0.000; p �
0.000, respectively); however, engaged youngsters are the ones who
score higher on EU exploration. Similarly, concerning the
European reconsideration, the young people from the alienated
group report significantly more often that their feelings and views
about Europe are changing than the disengaged group (p � 0.001),
with the engaged one scoring higher than both the passive (p �
0.028) and the disengaged group (p � 0.000).

The clusters of engagement are also significantly related with
the national identification, with the results revealing that the
passive profile scores significantly higher than the alienated (p �
0.007) and the disengaged profile (p � 0.000) when it comes about
feeling proud of the Portuguese nationality (Figure 7). Likewise,
the young participants belonging to the disengaged profile show
themselves significantly less prone to explore the meanings of
being Portuguese and search for information about Portugal,
compared to the groups of alienated engagement (p � 0.000), the
passive group (p � 0.000) and the engaged group (p � 0.000).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING
REMARKS

This article’s results reinforce the need to account for
participatory diversity, which necessarily implies broad
typologies that include kinds of engagement which, although
not necessarily and directly classified as political participation,
might be of great importance in understanding it, as they are
“pre-political” or “stand-by” kinds of engagement (Ekman and
Amnå, 2014). Moreover, accounting for the youth engagement
profiles contributes to gaining insight on the pathways of
engagement through which young people are currently making
(and meaning-making) European democratic citizenship, which
in turn also sheds light on their political attitudes and democratic
stances.

Considering our results, the most worrisome engagement profile
is, in all likelihood, the disengaged one. The young people in this
cluster seem to correspond to those at the very bottom of the
democratic table: they do not trust, do not care and do not
participate. The combination of both emotional and cognitive
disengagement, in addition to the absence of participation,
emerges as a potentially explosive mix for this very young
group. They are not enthusiastic about the democratic system,
they identify little with both the EU and their national country, and
tend to express negative views towards immigrants and refugees.
These youngsters may then represent a potential target group for
populist agendas, also considering their trust on the information
conveyed by online non-professional media. However, they may
also be regarded as a kind of ground zero of involvement that cuts
both ways: hardly reachable both by democratic participatory
initiatives and by nationalist kinds of narratives. In other words,
these youngsters’ profile seems to bemostly characterised by apathy:
feeling out of the political world and (probably, because of it)

placing themselves out of the (democratic) system, which, of course,
may lead them to dispositions closer to radically anti-democratic
attitudes. At the same time, one cannot avoid interpreting this kind
of disengagement as a natural result of a state of affairs that most
often disregards youth as political competent agents in a context
which, additionally, is far from thriving in what regards future
prospects of education and employment (OECD, 2015; Bessant,
2018).

Although the results concerning the disengaged profile seem to
corroborate the link between trust in alternative media and
negative attitudes towards the EU (Macek et al., 2018), the
engagement profile defies the literature in this regard. Highly
engaged, these youngsters present themselves as very supportive
of the migrants’ rights, specially committed to the European
identity and trusting alternative media as well. This calls the
attention to the role of these new online vehicles of political
information for those Millennials associated to a knowledgeable
citizenry, with cultural and economic resources for engagement.
Sloam and Henn (2019) emphasise the cosmopolitan left
orientation associated with a highly educated and middle-class
youth attracted by a cosmopolitan belief in human rights and an
inclusive society, even if this orientation takes different shapes
depending on national political and social contexts. We can well be
facing the Portuguese version of the cosmopolitan left youth, for
whom, similarly to youngsters from Italy and United Kingdom,
non-traditional media is associated to socially liberal and left-wing
politics, alongside horizontal forms of engagement (Ibid). In fact,
the prominent role of the new media in prompting repertoires of
action towards the promotion of political democratic alternatives,
namely in countries that witnessed the raise in anti-austerity
movements, is reported, including concerning the Portuguese
case (e.g., Baumgarten, 2013). Thus, we may be encountering an
older group of young people whose development of politicized
engagement was framed by the context of austerity, which, in some
cases, occurred during their most plastic developmental
period–adolescence. This now translates into their commitment
with European values, while also being aware of possible
contradictions and implications of what European citizenship
means (given their scores on EU exploration and
reconsideration). The passive group of youngsters, in its turn,
showsmoderate cognitive engagement and is considerably engaged
in emotional terms, but does not take action. Compared to the
disengaged group, it is the intentionality in the lack of personal
mobilization for civic and political purposes that seems to
characterize the passive profile. They seem to be close to what
Amnå and Ekman (2015) called the stand-by citizens, being
interested and informed, caring about electoral results and
believing they could perhaps make a difference if the political
world would welcome them and/or if circumstances warrant it.
They are politically alert and committed to their national and
European identity, supporting the idea that Portugal should play its
part in welcoming refuges.

Considering the mutability of the repertoires and patterns of
engagement (O Tool et al., 2015), the passive group can be the
preceding state (or the younger version) of the engaged
group–this latter, older group, which corresponds to a profile
of young people who lived under what can be considered an
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activation set of conditions. Yet, in this train of thought, this
passive profile can also evolve into an alienated one. The
youngsters from the alienated type of engagement are not
completely indifferent to the meanings of being a European
and a Portuguese citizen, even if they tend to not commit to
any of those identities, showing themselves estranged from
democracy and its tenets. It should be noted, in this regard,
the emotional dimensions are different on the passive and
alienated profiles of engagement and economic deprivation
can play a role in it. The youngsters from the alienated group
show medium levels of cognitive political awareness–reflected on
their involvement in exploring their European and national
identity–which seems to separate them from political apathy
(Dahl et al., 2018). However, the low socioeconomic
background characterising this profile and its salient emotional
disengagement, related to a low support of democracy and low
levels of national and European identification, calls for wider
concerns. This seems to be a group that–in Sloam and Henn
(2019) terms–is directly opposed to the aforementioned young
cosmopolitans, in the extent that they usually come from poor
backgrounds, stand on the dark side of the digital divide, are likely
to react negatively to cultural diversity and immigration and, if
the conditions are there, may be attracted by authoritarian-
nationalist causes. As noted, “the emergence of the new left
cosmopolitan group of young people has a mirror-image in
the appearance of an economically-insecure left-behind group
of young people who don’t share the same progressive values”
(Ibid, p. 122).

Both the disengaged and the alienated profiles seem to
represent those youth segments at higher risk of developing
hostility towards democracy, ultimately, more prone to be
involved in populist and radical agendas. Socialisation
contexts, such as the school, can play an important role in
scaffolding youth political agency by transforming the
disengagement and passivity of the younger groups into
democratic dispositions. As educational resources and political
literacy continue to be pivotal for democratic engagement
(Amadeo et al., 2002; Menezes et al., 2012; Malafaia et al.,
2017), and given that younger citizens routinely claim to know
little about how political world works (Malafaia et al., 2021; Sloam
and Henn, 2019), it is important that school education promotes
the conveyance and discussion of political issues. Indeed, the
levels of cognitive disengagement are particularly problematic in
the disengaged profile and, therefore, meaningful opportunities to
engage civic and politically, supporting young students in
building and widening their participatory experiences, should
be promoted. In parallel, politicians must care. Not only during
electoral periods, but permanently. Young people must be
acknowledged as political agents, and the youth with these
profiles should be intentionally mobilised. If they are never
asked to participate, they probably will not (Verba, et al.,
1995). Consequently, it is very likely they remain untargeted
by any political mobilisation effort when they grow older
(Hooghe and Stolle, 2003). The alienated profile,
corresponding to an older group, may represent an even
bigger challenge, with more risks of skipping the radar of
political efforts. Considering the recent austerity environment

in Portugal, and the looming crisis in the horizon, with young
people being greatly affected, the alienated profile may well be
revealing the long-term social, economic and political
consequences that continues to be felt, most hardly on those
with low incomes, fragile social networks and deprived
backgrounds.

This article contributes to understanding the breadth of
profiles in youth civic and political engagement and the
diversity characterising participatory youngsters, while
adding to the still incipient body of literature
problematising non-participation and political passivity
(e.g., Amnå and Ekman, 2015; Weiss, 2020). By exploring
how emotional, cognitive and behavioural dimensions
converge on dis/engagement profiles, we have shed light
on how topical debates today (e.g., refugees’ support,
European identity) mostly resonate with the young people
from privileged economic backgrounds, regardless of their
levels of political action (engaged and passive groups).
Therefore, the interaction between individuals’ material
conditions and their emotional political engagement seems
crucial to be accounted for if the attraction to anti-European
and right-wing populist agendas are to be prevented. Thus,
contrary to what has been claimed in political and
educational policies (e.g., Council of Europe, 2017;
European Commission), the promotion of more
information and participation alone is not enough. It is
fundamental to address the problems of distrust towards
political institutions and of lack of subjective personal
agency regarding political issues. The neglect of the
youth’s political ownership, which continues to emerge
both in socio-political (Pontes et al., 2018) and academic
narratives (Banaji, et al., 2018), needs to be tackled.

Future studies may include the combination of quantitative
self-reports (questionnaires) with other methods, namely
qualitative ones–either in group (focus group discussions) or
in context (ethnography) for instance –, in order to gain access to
the youngsters’ perspectives and experiences, deepening the
understanding of the conditions in which diverse modes of
engagement are rooted and develop. Further research focused
on the different engagement profiles is needed to understand the
factors triggering this diversity, the kinds of practices and
contextual dimensions framing different profiles and how–if at
all–different profiles are changing both individually and across
different cultural contexts.
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