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1. Introduction: The aims and structure of the thesis 

 

Democracy cannot exist without active and responsive citizens. However, the character of 

political participation of the young generation has changed. Youth participation is getting 

fuzzier, more autonomous, and horizontal, blurring the distinction between private and public 

activities. Young people are critical of highly-institutionalized ways of political representation 

and they are organised around a particular lifestyle or societal issues such as environmental or 

human rights protection (van Deth 2012; Inglehart and Welzel 2005; Lichterman 1996; Norris 

2002). Given the decreasing willingness of young people to participate in conventional 

politics, a highly relevant issue is to examine the sources and motivations of their political 

commitment and relations to politics. 

The presented thesis addresses a call from the literature (Catterberg and Moreno 2006; 

Horowitz 2005; Howard 2003) for research focused on new democrats in new democracies, 

on people born in the late 1980s or 1990s and growing up in the era of post-communist 

transformation. Moreover, it aims to explain youth participation by theories distinguishable 

from interpretations of adult involvement, which are not sufficient for young people given 

their age and phase of life. 

Therefore, the dissertation traces the political trajectories of young people´s organisational 

involvement from the commencement of their engagement to their future plans, by focusing 

on the contextual and sociopsychological factors which shape them. The aim of the text is to 

answer the main research question: ‘How and why do Czech and German university students 

get involved in political and civic organisations?’, which is elaborated in the following sub-

questions (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Sub-questions of dissertation 

WHY  

1. Political socialisation 

What are the mechanisms of primary political socialisation? 

What is the perceived quality and role of civic education? 

How, why and where do youth speak - or not speak - about politics? 

2. Motives for engagement in organisations  

Why did they join - or not join - political or civic organisations? 

HOW 
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3. Organisational recruitment 

How did they join their political or civic organisation? 

4. Organisational membership 

How do they evaluate their organisational membership? 

5.  Conceptualisation of politics and citizenship 

How do young people understand the terms ‘politics’ and ‘good citizenship’? 

Source: created by Prokschová 

The presented thesis has a linear structure. The second chapter outlines its main theoretical 

foundations. It is concerned with the state of the art in youth political socialisation, 

participation, and motivation, tackling the question ‘Who participates, how and why?’ 

Special attention is paid to the mechanisms and narratives of family political socialisation, 

civic education at Czech and German schools, motivational stimuli, and explanations of 

political passivity. The third chapter describes the qualitative research design by providing 

information about data collection (such as sampling strategy, interview structure, and the 

process of interviewing) and analysis by the method of applied thematic analysis. 

The bulk of the thesis (chapters 4, 5, and 6) is devoted to qualitative inquiry. Research 

findings are highlighted by examples from life stories of organisationally active students with 

different contextual backgrounds. Chapter 4 evaluates the impact of the family on individual 

paths to activism. It investigates four mechanisms of primary political socialisation (exposure, 

admiration, pressure, and opposition). In this respect, my personal typology of political 

narratives (power-free discourse, discourse of ignorance and avoidance) is elaborated. 

Chapter 5 portrays schools and universities as bridges to politics. Firstly, it focuses on 

secondary and grammar schools, investigating the role of civic education, teaching and school 

climate in different contexts. Secondly, attention is paid to the impact of the field of study and 

social capital at universities on political activism. 

Chapter 6 examines what drives university students to political and civic organisations. For 

this purpose, it elaborates classical typologies of political motivation and enriches them via 

new categories. Moreover, it deals with the forms and structure of political recruitment and 

illuminates the reasons for avoiding organisational membership. Chapter 7, the conclusion, 

summarises the main theoretical contributions of the thesis to existing knowledge, its practical 

implications and potential avenues for future research.  
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2. Theoretical framework: Who participates, how and 

why? 

 

To shed some light on the puzzle of youth organisational membership, the theoretical part of 

the thesis has focused on the predictors of political participation, and forms, strategies, and 

foundations of political motivation related to the norms of citizenship and draw the 

implications of these findings for the empirical part of my dissertation. 

The theoretical background of the dissertation lies at the intersection between a 

sociopsychological perspective of participation and political socialisation theory, which 

describes participatory behaviour as a product of the interplay between the participating 

individual and the mobilising structure. Political socialisation refers to social contacts and 

connections among family, school, acquaintances, and peer groups as mediators between an 

individual and a societal level of participation (Hooghe and Stolle 2004:43; Horowitz 

2005:85). 

Literature mentions that organisational membership corresponds with value profiling, the 

strength of political conviction and political efficacy,1 the sense of connectedness, as well as 

having enough resources, interests and being targeted by political mobilisation channels (e.g. 

Lichterman 1996; Quintelier 2013; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). In other words, 

people who have good social, economic, and cultural capital are more willing to be publicly 

involved because they possess resources such as time, money, skills, and opportunities for 

participation. They are also well-integrated in social networks facilitating political and civic 

engagement (Bernhagen and Marsh 2007; Verba et al. 1995; Vráblíková 2009).  

Citizens´ involvement is also supported by macro-social conditions such as favourable 

institutional settings, participatory political culture, inclusive political systems, and a good 

level of economic development. These individual and social preconditions create an 

environment where people believe that their participation matters (Almond and Verba 1963; 

Corrigall-Brown 2012; Quintelier 2013). 

                                                           
1 We can further distinguish internal and external efficacy. The former is related to self-confidence and refers to 

the citizen´s conviction that he/she is able to influence the political process. The latter describes a belief in the 

responsiveness of institutions to the needs and demands of citizens (Pasek et al. 2008; Pollock 1983). Lukáš 

Linek (2010:89) mentions that these two dimensions of political efficacy may, but also may not be related. 

People can believe in their own ability to act politically and at the same time do not trust in the responsiveness of 

the government and vice versa. 
 



9 
 

Research shows that the role of the family and school is crucial in forming patterns of 

political motivation and a sense of internal efficacy. People who were exposed to a number of 

participatory stimuli in their family and at school are more likely to be engaged in civic and 

political organisations (García-Albacete 2014; Kahne and Westheimer 2006; McIntosh, Hart, 

and Youniss 2007). 

The thesis concentrates on a specific and relatively selective group of young people - 

university students. They are a distinct group with regard to their political knowledge, skills, 

expectations, priorities, opportunities, and participation. For instance, university students are 

more likely to vote, join a protest event, political or civic organisations and hold public office 

than their less-educated peers (Dalton 2008; Dalton and Klingemann 2007). 

University students have a good cognitive capacity for participation and are familiar with 

new technologies which lower costs for political mobilisation and engagement. Most of them 

have been raised in families with good socioeconomic status, which is a key predictor of 

political involvement. University environment also facilitates their political recruitment 

because it lowers the costs for engagement and provides them with a politically stimulating 

background (Dalton 2008; Norris 2002; Verba et al. 1995; Zukin et al. 2006). 

Moreover, they are biographically available for the unconventional and risky modes of 

involvement, due to their relatively long transition to adulthood and mostly absent family or 

stable work commitments (Corrigall-Brown 2012; Tanner and Arnett 2009). They hold 

postmaterial values more often than the rest of the population and their political involvement 

means an essential form of self-expression for many of them. Their participatory repertoire 

covers political consumption as well as online activism (Inglehart 1990; Lichterman 1996; 

Norris 2002).  

Taking into account these theoretical findings, I will examine the structure of student 

motivations for organisational membership in the empirical part of my dissertation. However, 

the character of student activism substantially differs from that of the general population and 

cannot be fully explained by current typologies. Therefore, my aim is to enrich these 

typologies with new categories.  

To be more specific, I will focus on primary political socialisation by creatively adapting 

the mechanisms of intergeneration value transmission formulated by Michal Bruter and Sarah 

Harrison (2009) to the Czech and German context, focusing on organisationally active and 

inactive university students. Bruter and Harrison´s typology neglects the role of family 

discursive practises and, vice versa, research on the structure of family political narratives 

ignores the impact of political socialisation mechanisms. My empirical study targets both 
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these aspects of political socialisation and connects them to encapsulate the complexity of 

family political interactions. I also consider incomplete reasons for avoiding politics and will 

explore this issue in more detail. 

Moreover, I will pay attention to political socialisation at school and civic education 

policies in Germany and the Czech Republic. Educational experts criticized the prevalence of 

frontal teaching, emphasising facts over opinions, and a lack of dialogue about current 

political issues in Czech schools (Čáp, Matějka, and Protivínský 2013; Kalina et al. 2013; 

Protivínský and Dokulilová 2012). The empirical part of my dissertation lets students of both 

countries speak about their concrete experiences with civic education, including the 

performance of their teachers. My aim is also to track the connections between primary 

socialisation in the family and secondary socialisation at school. 

Stemming from different theories of democratic citizenship e.g. Dalton (2008) and van 

Deth (2009 and 2012), I will explore the links between political motivation and the notion of 

citizens´ rights and duties. To reach this goal, I will examine what citizenship means for 

university students and what they consider to be a good citizen. Furthermore, I will focus on 

lifestyle politics, level of ideological commitment, intensity of organisational membership, 

and the role of participation in the daily routine of young educated people. I will examine to 

what extent political activity is a part of students´ image and self-expression, what they are 

willing to sacrifice for their involvement, and how these factors differ according to the type of 

their political motivation.  
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3. Methodology 

 

To identify what makes people engage in political or civic organisations, qualitative research 

methods are employed. The thesis draws upon a unique dataset of 60 semi-structured 

interviews with university students. Attention is paid mainly to students actively engaged in 

political or civic groups: 45 of the interviewed students were organisationally active. An 

additional 15 interviews with individuals without organisational membership enabled a better 

understanding of the core group of young people involved in organisations. Interviews were 

conducted in six universities in the new and old German federal states and in the Czech 

Republic. The method of applied thematic analysis, through a qualitative software Atlas.ti, 

was used. 

The age limit of the interviewees was set from 18 to 30 years following studies by 

Bernhagen and Marsh (2007), Gaiser et al. (2010) and Hooghe and Stolle (2005). This life 

stage of so-called provisional adulthood (Sheehy 2011) is a time when young people’s long-

term political and professional choices, and social and moral values are formed to a great 

degree. After leaving university, their political views, values and beliefs remain relatively 

stable (Gaiser, De Rijke, and Spannring 2010).  

Interviews were conducted between 19 June 2014 and 12 April 2016 at universities in the 

former East Germany (Jena), former West Germany (Mannheim, Cologne) and the Czech 

Republic (Prague, Ostrava, Olomouc), with 10 interviews conducted in each city. Selected 

cities are the seats of established universities with a well-developed structure of political and 

civic organisations providing opportunities for student engagement. Nevertheless, the 

sampling of cities could not be representative as this would be against the logic of qualitative 

research (Creswell 2013; Rubin and Rubin 2011). Instead, selection was driven by 

maximizing the degree of variation among different contexts. 

In Germany, the selected cities represented an East-West dimension. In the former West 

Germany, Cologne, the capital of federal state North Rhine-Westphalia, and Mannheim in the 

federal state of Baden-Württemberg, were chosen. In the former East Germany, Jena, a high-

tech center and the second largest city of federal state Thuringia, was selected. In the Czech 

Republic, economic diversity and university reputation were the criteria for selection. In this 

regard, the capital city, Prague, the industrial city of Ostrava, and the university city of 

Olomouc, were selected. Charles University, due to its tradition and reputation, draws 

students from the whole country. The city of Olomouc has the highest density of university 
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students in Central Europe, while the University of Ostrava has a rather regional character and 

less of an impact than the other universities. 

Methodological justifications for the number of interviews and sampling procedures were 

found in the relevant literature (e.g. van Deth 2008; Gerring 2007; Howard 2003; Katrňák 

2004; Rubin and Rubin 2011). The mix of purposive and convenience sampling was used, 

therefore, the selection of interviewees could not achieve the criterion of representativeness 

(Gerring 2007). Nevertheless, the goal was to secure a relatively heterogeneous sample of 

informants regarding their (1) organisations (type of organisation, ideological profiling), (2) 

experiences with politics, and (3) sociodemographic and socioeconomic characteristics (such 

as age, gender, field of study and family background). Furthermore, the aim was to reach 

interviewees from all levels of organisational hierarchy as well as members who are very 

active, partly active and less active.  

Communication partners were selected from OLD political groups such as parties, youth 

party organisations and trade unions, as well as from NEW types of organised interested 

groups, for example, ecological, human rights and social justice organisations. Given the fact 

that pluralisation of involvement is typical for youth political involvement (Hustinx et al. 

2012; Norris 2002), interviewees engaging in BOTH types of organisations were also 

selected. Driven by the occurrence of expanding political opportunities and repertoires of the 

younger generation (Norris 2002; Verba et al. 1995; Zukin et al. 2006), groups with diverse 

political allegiance, hierarchical structures and issue-foci were chosen. The fourth category, 

NONE, was represented by students who did not belong to any organisation.2  

The process of approaching interviewees was similar in both countries. A variety of 

methods was used to recruit participants, including contacting student umbrella organisations, 

faculty coordinators and lecturers, displaying posters at universities, informal meetings with 

students and direct requests to political organisations for participation. The snow-ball 

technique which works like chain referral when interviewees are asked to recommend other 

potential interviewees with similar areas of interest was also used.  

To reduce the risk of bias, similar conditions for every interview were maintained. I 

conducted all the interviews myself thus ensuring consistency. The length of the interviews 

was approximately 40–60 minutes. All interviews were recorded and notes were taken. In the 

Czech Republic, the interviews were conducted in Czech, and in Germany in English. 

                                                           
2 This category was very heterogeneous and included communication partners who declared a strong interest in 

politics and participation in individual forms of political engagement, as well as those who expressed political 

apathy or disillusionment. 
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However, no significant self-selection bias due to knowledge of English appeared among 

German communication partners.  

Regarding the ethics of the research, all the communication partners were informed in 

detail about the purposes of interview and signed the informed consent form. All the 

interviews were pseudonymised. Interviews were verbatim transcribed including filler words, 

silences and hesitations.  

Interviews were analysed using applied thematic analysis, which is the most common 

method of textual analysis in qualitative research (Guest, MacQueen, and Namey 2012:11). 

This method attends to the identification, analysis and referencing of recurring patterns 

(themes) in the text. I conducted data coding and analysis using initial coding and then 

systematically sorted codes into categories in order to find repeating patterns, connections and 

mutual relationships (Braun and Clarke 2006).  

Firstly, codes within a single interview were developed, followed by analysis of codes 

across all the interviews to find out what particular concepts meant for groups of interviewees 

(Rubin and Rubin 2011). Secondly, the codes were constantly compared, recontextualised and 

regrouped in order to match them into the bigger analytical units to identify the main themes. 

The last step was the connection of the themes with sub-themes to create a coherent narrative 

(Guest et al. 2012; King and Horrocks 2010).  

For coding and data segmentation, the computer-assisted qualitative software Atlas.ti was 

used. The data analysis deals with an interpretative retrospective design which emphasises life 

experience and gives space to individual explanations, meanings and understandings.  

The following limitations stem from qualitative nature of my thesis. Analysis relies on 

individual self-reported data and joint reflections and interpretations on the part of the 

participants as well as those of the researcher (King and Horrocks 2010; Sandberg 2005). It is 

important to be aware of the fact that these interpretations are influenced by the life 

experience of the interviewees and their willingness and ability to sufficiently describe their 

feelings and thoughts (problems with selective memory, exaggeration, attribution and 

providing socially desirable answers may appear) as well as being influenced by the 

researcher’s analytic skills (Ibid.; Randall and Phoenix 2009). 
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4. Family and politics: Who influences whom, how and 

why? Mechanisms and narratives in primary political 

socialisation 

 

The family influenced interviewees´ life stories through various mechanisms and political 

narratives. Both Czech and German informants perceived a strong family influence on 

shaping their political views, values, and behaviour. My analysis identified four mechanisms 

transmitting family influence to political interest and behaviour. These mechanisms were 

closely connected with family political narratives and are summarised in Table 2.  

Table 2: Mechanisms and narratives of family influence 

MECHANISMS 

OF INFLUENCE 

BEHAVIOUR  

OF PARENTS 

PREVAILING NARRATIVE  

ORGANISATIONAL 

MEMBERS 

NON- 

ORGANISATIONAL 

MEMBERS 

exposure  support power-free discourse 
discourse of ignorance, 

power-free discourse 

admiration  support power-free discourse --- 

pressure support, worries discourse of avoidance --- 

opposition worries discourse of avoidance 
discourse of ignorance, 

discourse of avoidance 

Source: created by Prokschová 

Two mechanisms of encouragement were identified in the analysis of political 

socialisation. They were exposure and admiration. First, exposure to a wide range of 

participatory political stimuli was crucial for the creation of a sense of self-efficacy and active 

citizenship. In other words, if my informants were exposed to a participative environment in 

the family, at school and among peers, they perceived politics as a familiar issue which they 

were able to influence and should do so. 

The second mechanism, termed as admiration, was a stronger variation of exposure. 

Analysis revealed this mechanism to be present, especially among the informants whose 

parents were politically active (either in current politics or in the dissident movement during 

communism). Similarly, particularly admiring a political idol, friend, or teacher was also 

stated as formative. 
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Interestingly, in both mechanisms the political profiling of informants´ families and 

friends was not crucial. Instead of this, positive attitudes to participation and an open climate 

of political dialogue, regardless of a particular ideology, were necessary for the development 

of internal efficacy. 

Analysis also identified two mechanisms of discouragement - pressure and opposition. 

Pressure had many nuances. In this respect, communication partners talked about direct 

pressure, which they understood as someone asserting their will and power over them by 

forcing them either to do or not to do something. Furthermore, they mentioned indirect 

pressure, realised in the form of strong encouragement which was perceived as harmful. 

Nevertheless, the mechanism of pressure was not salient among the people I talked to. They 

felt they were inspired, rather than pushed, to their involvement. 

Following justifications for pressure were made in situations where interviewees felt 

pushed towards engagement by their families. First, traditional, where relatives insisted on 

continuation of the family tradition of political engagement, which was particularly visible as 

a pathway to activism in conservative families. Second, utilitarian, based on emphasising the 

advantages and incentives of organisational membership (such as job opportunities, learning 

new skills, and useful contacts). Both justifications only appeared in the German context. 

The last mechanism called opposition is also connected with pressure where parents and 

other family members disagreed with the political activities of children and pushed them to 

stop or mitigate their involvement. Parenting worries were, for instance, connected to the 

intensity and time devoted to involvement. In other words, parents were alarmed by the fact 

that the political activities of their children were very time-consuming and prevented them 

from focusing on their studies. 

In the Czech context, there appeared worries of family members about reputation, moral 

integrity and the negative consequences for future career of my interviewees. The explanation 

for this might be found in the general scepticism towards politics in Czech society, where 

membership in a political party is often considered suspicious (Brunclík and Kubát 2014:176; 

Cabada and Tomšič 2016). 

Organisationally active interviewees mostly reported that their parents and other relatives 

were well-informed and interested in politics, and significantly influenced their views on 

public affairs. These interviewees also considered politics a very salient issue which closely 

affected their lives, and believed in their ability to influence the political process. In their 

families power-free discourse of communication prevailed. This political narrative was 

typified by mutual trust, understanding and an absence of pressure to feel, speak, or do certain 
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things in politics and was characterised by openness as well as tolerance of different opinions. 

Within the atmosphere of power-free discourse, children were willing to understand the 

motivation of their parents or grandparents for their political behaviour, and were tolerant of 

other opinions. 

In contrast, in the majority of families of my informants who were not active in 

organisations, political discussion was only one of the issues among many and the most 

attention was paid to the political situation before elections. The environment of the family 

considered politics more or less a distant issue. They felt that they did not understand politics 

well, and it was not a particularly important issue for their lives. Moreover, they considered 

that they could not influence the political process other than by voting. 

Discourses of avoidance and ignorance were presented in these families more often than in 

families of my organisationally active interviewees. For these discourses, it is typical on the 

one hand, that communication partners feel that their opinions are not respected enough and 

their values are marginalized and overlooked in their family setting. On the other, they do not 

try to understand the perspective of their parents and other relatives either. 

In discourse of ignorance, people were not often willing to talk about politics and to 

participate in public affairs because of their negative attitudes to politics. If politics was 

discussed, expressive language and generalisations, such as ‘everybody steals in politics’, 

were used. These negative attitudes were shaped by political scandals portrayed in the 

tabloids and private media. Behind discourse of ignorance, the conviction about negative 

external efficacy, which was a belief that the government was nonresponsive to the demands 

of citizens, appeared. In other words, participants were convinced that they did not have to 

take an interest in politics, when politicians did not care about people like them.  

For discourse of avoidance, the existence of a certain taboo issue and hiding personal 

political opinions or blurring them was typical. In this setting, communication partners did not 

articulate their opinions because they were afraid of the possibility of potential problems with 

friends and teachers, as well as having arguments with parents and other relatives. Another 

explanation for their reluctance was that they did not want to spoil the positive image of their 

loved ones by reopening sensitive subjects from their past. In this respect, communist heritage 

was one of the most salient taboo issues in the Czech context of family and school. 

Interestingly, for my East German informants this topic was not taboo. 

  



17 
 

5. School as a bridge to politics: How does the school 

environment shape individual paths to engagement? 

 

This chapter focuses on the school environment - from secondary school to university studies 

- in the process of secondary political socialisation, and its impact on organisational 

membership. It explored the experiences of my interviewees with school-based civic 

education as well as, the role of teachers, peers and the field of study at university, in creating 

and developing political motivation, commitment and active citizenship.  

Firstly, my analysis of the interviews revealed the notion of influence as a central 

analytical category in relation to civic education and the general school environment. The 

following sources of influence were identified at school: civic education lessons, teachers, the 

school climate3 and peer groups.  

The analysis pointed to the different perceptions and evaluations of civic education by 

Czech and German participants. German students were mostly satisfied with the quality of 

their civic education. They also positively evaluated the approach of their teachers, who tried 

to be neutral in the sense of opinion plurality, and by welcoming different points of view. This 

was manifested in not avoiding controversial subjects in discussion, as well as by stopping the 

dialogue when it was obvious that the discussion quality had disintegrated, and had failed to 

achieve mutual persuasion. Interviewees stated that this setting of power-free dialogue 

supported their self-confidence as engaged citizens. 

In contrast, Czech interviewees were more distrustful and pessimistic about civic 

education programmes. They agreed that their school system restricted the focus on factual 

information about politics, so that it was neutral in the sense of the apolitical school 

environment. Interviewees felt an avoidance of class discussions on controversial subjects, 

which was justified by a lack of time. In this discourse of avoidance, political discussions did 

not belong in schools, partly because teachers were considered ‘manipulative’ and 

‘unqualified’ by students. 

Czech participants complained of ideological indoctrination and ostracisation of left-wing 

attitudes, despite the supposed apolitical school environment. A similar pattern of isolation 

and marginalisation by their schoolmates was described by centre-right and conservative 

students from the former West Germany. Nevertheless, this tendency was not particularly 

                                                           
3 Prevailing modes, attitudes, and standards in the classroom. 
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strong in the case of interviewees from the former East Germany, which was probably caused 

by the post-communist context. 

Civic education has a positive impact particularly on children who were already interested 

in politics before beginning civic education classes. Apart from civic education, teachers, 

peers, school climate, organisational membership and family background are crucial factors in 

political engagement and commitment. 

Secondly, the analysis dealt with various factors which stimulate political activism in the 

university environment. In contrast to secondary and grammar schools, no communication 

partners questioned the fact that, politics belonged to university, and speaking about political 

issues on campus and during lessons was legitimate. University students were perceived as 

adults with formed opinions, who were difficult to manipulate. Therefore, there was no need 

to protect them against ideological indoctrination, for instance, through the restriction of 

political discussions. 

Moreover, university was seen as a place where their initial political interest from family 

and school was accompanied by meeting ‘the right people’ (such as friends, fellow students 

and teachers), finding an inspiring field of study, attending a motivating seminar, or a 

particular political event (such as a demonstration or a strike). These factors, varying in their 

intensity, resulted in certain cases in organisational membership. In particular, they had a 

strong impact in combination with interviewees´ previous political interest as a result 

developed citizenship competences. For these students, university meant a space where they 

could ‘grow into politics’, because it offered them political opportunities, new stimuli 

including political knowledge, social capital, a supportive climate for activism, and time for 

extracurricular activities. 

At faculties of social sciences and humanities, students had more opportunities for gaining 

political knowledge and discussing politics during their lessons. This pattern was visible 

especially among students of political science, law, journalism and economics, who reported 

that their field of study motivated their activism. However, these departments were also seen 

as ideologically profiled. This finding was not perceived as a problem, especially when a 

student displayed the same political opinions as prevailed in his/her department. Some 

interviewees even claimed that their field of study opened their eyes and now they could see 

the truth. However, these students also had a tendency to think rigidly and shut themselves in 

their opinion bubbles. 

Nevertheless, I also spoke to people for whom the image of university as a platform for 

critical discussion was a more normative expectation than a real experience. For instance, my 
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informants who posed ‘unpopular opinions’ did not feel comfortable in articulating their 

political views. According to the national context, for the Czech interviewees, it was mainly a 

case of having left-wing opinions. They had experienced an anti-left narrative since being at 

secondary or grammar school. At university, they saw that left-wing people were 

automatically associated with communism and the discourse of failure. Similarly, right-wing 

and conservative German interviewees received feedback that their opinions were not cool 

and progressive enough. 

Another piece of core research finding describes the benefits of social ties and meeting the 

‘the right people’ by profiling personal opinions and through political recruitment. However, 

the creation of opinion bubbles was also connected with that process. Discussions with people 

holding different opinions, as well as diverse media consumption, were identified as factors 

contributing to bridging opinion differences. Both enabled the understanding of opponents’ 

points of view and their destigmatisation. However, discussion was not possible with people 

who were (1) ideologically too far from their opponents, (2) strongly convinced about their 

own truth, and (3) perceived as aggressive or uninformed in promoting their own political 

thoughts. 
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6. To be or not to be involved? What drives young 

people to join political and civic organisations? 

 

The following text examines the motives of university students to be involved with 

organisations, as well as portrays their reasons for refraining from joining organisations. 

Table 3 provided a personal typology of political motivation which distinguished between 

idealists, who emphasise the moral dimension of political action, doers, who the resolution of 

a particular issue of local or national character is crucial for, and pragmatists, who perceive 

politics as a hierarchical process of the distribution of power (see Table 3). The notion of 

influence, in terms of the perceived ability to influence the political process, emerged as a 

central theme that steered the analysis presented in this chapter. 

Table 3: Typology of political motivation 

Categories of political motivation Explanation 

IDEALISTS 

inner-oriented 

idealists 

influence of the need to satisfy self-

development and personal growth 

outer-oriented 

idealists 

influenced by the desire to realise 

abstract ideals on local, national, 

international levels 

card-carrying 

members 

strong commitment to a particular 

organisation  

DOERS problem-solvers 

influenced by the necessity of finding 

solutions for (abstract, general) problems 

or situations 
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local patriots 

influence of a situation in one's own 

town/village: not motivated by ideology 

but by the needs of the local community 

common-spirit seekers 
seeking fun, investing in community, 

building friendship and solidarity  

PRAGMATISTS 

power-seekers 
influenced by the desire for power, 

respect, authority 

young professionals 

influenced by career prospects 

considerations: desirable addition to CV, 

opportunity to learn new skills, job 

opportunities inside and beyond the 

organisation 

Source: created by Prokschová 

Idealists are focused on the normative dimension of politics, moral commitment and 

vocation. Politics played the role of a moral compass and life concept in the lives of idealists 

from both ends of spectrum. Their lifestyle choices (such as consumption, fashion, image, 

choice of friends, or even partners) were strongly interconnected with their engagement. 

Personal identity and global issues were their strong mobilising forces. A group of idealists 

differed according to their sense of duty in relation to their ideological profiling. To be more 

specific, the ecologically-oriented people I talked to, perceived a responsibility to their 

environment, the planet and animals, while conservatives felt obliged to their country or to 

God. 

In contrast, doers emphasised the practical dimension of politics and were mobilised 

around specific issues often connected with their current living conditions (such as solving a 

particular problem in their neighbourhood). Moreover, they preferred the social aspects of 

politics (such as friendship ties and fun) over ideology. 

The third group of the people I talked to, I labelled as pragmatists. They saw politics as 

being defined as process, hierarchy, control mechanisms and the distribution of power. 

Considering the costs and benefits played an important role in joining a political group in the 

case of pragmatically motivated communication partners. Their main motivation was learning 

new things and gaining useful contacts that could enhance their career prospects in party life 
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or outside of politics. Many of them perceived politics as a lifestyle, constructing their image 

as up-and-coming young professionals by adopting formal dress, gestures and language. 

Furthermore, the analysis showed the following reasons for inactivity. It is not surprising 

that lack of political interest and willingness to sacrifice one’s own time and energy are 

among the main reasons for not joining political or civic groups. The analysis, however, 

revealed several subtler motives that go beyond Verba et al. (1995) typology. 

First, interviewees feared the ideological commitment required by organisational and 

especially party membership. They felt they had insufficient ideological congruence with 

certain political issues, and as a result were afraid of betraying their own principles. The 

second factor concerned budding political analysts, journalists, and teachers who feared 

conflicts of interest and thus preferred to be ideologically impartial by maintaining a distance 

from politics. The third significant reason was disillusionment with routine organisational 

practise. This was typical for interviewees who wanted to join political or civic groups, but 

changed their minds, as well as for those who left their organisation. In particular, they 

criticised the hierarchical structure of their former organisation, tiring negotiations, arrogant 

attitudes among other members, and the demand for rigid ideological conformity.  

These results indicate that even young people who were highly interested in politics and 

had the resources to engage avoided organisational membership. The riddle of organisational 

inactivity was more complicated than was expected. 
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7. Conclusion 

 

The concluding chapter will introduce the most important research outcomes, innovations and 

contributions to the new knowledge in the field of sociology. Furthermore, it describes their 

implications and recommendations for practice and possible avenues for further research. The 

dissertation thesis aimed to identify the political trajectories of young people´s organisational 

involvement by answering the main research question ‘How and why do Czech and German 

university students get involved in political and civic organisations?’ 

Based on qualitative analysis of a unique dataset of 60 semi-structured interviews with 

university students in the new and old German federal states and in the Czech Republic, it can 

be concluded that internal efficacy was identified as core in forming political commitment and 

motivation among the young generation.4 My research identified a precondition of 

engagement: a belief that citizens are capable of influencing politics, and that their voice 

should be heard and taken seriously which is promoted via mechanisms and narratives of 

primary and secondary political socialisation. 

In this respect, the thesis identified influence as a core factor of political socialisation and 

offered an original classification of the modes of influence which were identified as 

reciprocal. The notion of influence had both positive and negative connotations. It was linked 

to encouragement, pressure and silence in relation to national, school and family contexts. 

Another contribution was the original typology of political narratives and its connection to the 

mechanisms of socialisation. 

The first mode, encouragement, consisted of the mechanisms of exposure and admiration. 

Both mechanisms provided a wide range of motivating stimuli in family and at school. 

Encouragement was accompanied by a power-free dialogue typified by mutual trust, 

understanding and an open climate of political dialogue, regardless of the particular ideology. 

These features were identified as crucial for development of the internal efficiency. 

The second mode, pressure, was perceived the most negatively because it meant an 

oppressive type of influence and was connected with the concept of power. Mode pressure 

was manifested in the mechanisms of pressure and opposition and was accompanied by the 

discourse of avoidance, for which the existence of certain taboos and hiding your own 

political opinions was typical. In this respect, communist heritage was one of the most salient 

                                                           
4 Of course, external efficacy (responsiveness of the political system to citizens´ demands) is also useful, but it 

was not recognised as the main motivational stimulus, but an issue taken by my interviewees for granted.  
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taboo issues in the Czech context of family and school. Moreover, in the Czech environment 

my informants complained about anti-left-wing pressures, while in the German context 

similar complaints appeared from right-wing positions. 

For the third mode, silence, the mechanism of opposition and discourses of ignorance and 

avoidance were typical. In this mode of influence, my interviewees did not want to be 

involved in politics for numerous reasons such as non-interest in public affairs, disgust with 

the political scene, and the perceived complications of politics or fear of potential problems 

stemming from their involvement. 

Analysis showed that the majority of organisationally active interviewees from both 

countries had been confronted with politics at home since early childhood, and had modelled 

their political behaviour based on what they had seen in their families. Nevertheless, most of 

them reported that their serious political interest started during their grammar schools studies 

between the ages of 13 and 18. In other words, we can see that the family gave them their first 

impulse, and a participative-based family setting played an encouraging role in the formation 

of political commitment and activism. The later school environment had a great impact on 

further profiling of political commitment and patterns of citizenship. In summary, exposure to 

a wide range of participatory political stimuli in family, school and among peers was crucial 

for creating self-confident and engaged citizens. 

The sense of citizens’ internal efficacy appeared as a conditio sine qua non in the 

pathways to political activism, but it was not enough on its own. The analysis also revealed 

the following preconditions facilitating membership in a political organisation: (1) a high 

level of commitment, (2) a minimal level, at least, of ideological conformity with the 

organisation, (3) favourable circumstances for participation which could transform 

commitment into engagement and (4) meeting organisational incentives with the type of 

motivation. 

The dissertation also elaborated the classical typologies of political motivation, and 

refraining from membership and enriched them with new categories. Moreover thesis offered 

my own typology of paths to activism growing vs. being thrown into politics which have 

practical implications, for instance, in recruiting new members. It also focused on the 

understanding of political neutrality, which could have a practical impact on civic education 

policy. 

Based on my research findings, I offer following recommendations for improving civic 

education policies as well as recruiting process in political parties. Firstly, I suggest the Czech 

Republic should be inspired by some aspects of the German education policy, drop the 
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pretence that Czech schools are apolitical organisations and focus instead on ideological 

balance, pro-democratic values and the development of citizens’ competencies. I suggest 

supporting a climate of open discussion on current political issues to enhance students’ critical 

and analytical skills. We should introduce more real politics into the curricula and not avoid 

controversial issues. In the Czech context this particularly means discussing modern history 

and tackling the communist legacy. Moreover, special efforts should be made to improve the 

standards of civic teaching at faculties of education.  

Secondly, I have several recommendations dealing with organisational recruitment. 

Political parties should be aware of the fact that different types of political motivation need 

different incentives to motivate people to join organised political action. To address potential 

newcomers, social incentives (such as organisational events, creating new friendships and 

social ties across generations, a programme of mentorship) should be emphasised. Parties 

should improve their inner and outer communication, be less formal, more inclusive and take 

care of the priorities of different target groups as well as decrease hierarchy and appropriately 

use social networks to recruit and inform. 

On the ground of comprehensive analysis of personal qualitative data, the thesis offers 

implications for understanding the nature of youth engagement. The presented insights 

provide theoretical starting points for future qualitative and quantitative studies in other 

regions and countries by covering different population segments. To be more specific, it may 

offer grounds for a transnational project across EU member states. This would facilitate, for 

instance, the study of best practices in teaching democracy in the Central European context, or 

comparisons of civic education programmes between Western and post-communist 

democracies. 

Academic research in this field should also focus not only on university students, but on 

young people in general, and address the issues of ethnicity and gender. Future research 

should investigate differences among German federal states as well as pay particular attention 

to socioeconomically disadvantaged regions in both countries. The next avenue of research 

should also give space to the voices of more members from the same households, to 

effectively trace the different modes of family political socialisation. 

To conclude, at a time of rising populism and distrust in traditional politics, identifying the 

sources of young people´s political commitment and motivation to join a political group is a 

topical concern. I hope that my research will contribute to a better understanding of this 

phenomenon in the context of new democracies in Central Europe.  
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