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During the last two decades, politics in western societies have faced 
several challenges. For example, Parvin and Saunders (2018) out-
line increasing political inequality, the decline of political par-

ticipation and voter incompetence as some of these major challenges. 
The European Union (EU) has been no exemption to this and it is cur-
rently undergoing one of its most serious political crisis since its estab-
lishment. A key ingredient for this crisis has been an increasingly polar-
ized society across several civic and political domains. For example, in 
May 2019 it was the first time in 40 years that the center-left / center-
right European parliamentary coalition lost its majority; going from the 
previously secured 54% of the seats to just 43%. In many occasions, both 
right-wing populist parties and liberal green parties outperformed the 
traditional political parties. Migration has been a central, but not exclu-
sive, issue fueling this political and societal polarization. In this light, 
the purpose of this paper is to explore whether changes in expected po-
litical participation of young European adults during the last decade can 
be linked with the political crisis associated with the arrival of migrants 
seeking asylum in Europe.

Political participation refers to the engagement of the public in dif-
ferent activities affecting politics. Van Deth (2019) presents the core fea-
tures of political participation after which any “voluntary, nonprofession-
al activity concerning government, politics, or the state” represents an 
example of political participation. Defined as such, participatory activities 
are for example, voting, demonstrating, signing a petition, etc. Voting is 
vital in a system of representative democracy. Elections make a fundamen-
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tal contribution to democratic governance, which is conducted through 
representatives. They enable voters to select leaders and hold them to ac-
count for their performance in office. Voting is a form of participation in 
which each citizen contributes the same assuming that they vote (one per-
son, one vote). The electoral participation is usually measured by a turn-
out. A turnout represents the ratio between the number of people who at-
tended the elections and the registered number of voters.

A fundamental challenge facing the political world is how to man-
age international forced migration, which appears to endure in the politi-
cal agenda across countries as the forcibly displaced population continues 
to increase.1 This challenge has been aggravated in western societies by the 
rise of ethnic nationalist and populist leaders. In recent years, the Heads 
of State in the European Union and the United States have openly argued 
that migrants fleeing from violent conflicts pose a threat to national se-
curity. For example, leaders from Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and 
Slovakia strongly opposed hosting migrants from Syria, Afghanistan, and 
Iraq during 2015-2016, arguing that Muslims pose a threat to national se-
curity and identity. Similarly, in October 2018 the United States’ Presi-
dent considered closing the southern border of the United States and de-
ploying the Army on the basis of a “national emergency”, when a migrant 
caravan of about 5,000 Central Americans, mostly women and children, 
fleeing from violent conflicts was heading towards the United States (for 
more examples see also Gantt Shafer, 2017).

Although the age of 18 years is the legal age for voting in many coun-
tries, from an academic and policy perspective it is relevant to focus on 
political and civic attitudes, perceptions and the behaviour of under aged 
citizens. Young adults are a good proxy for a nation’s future social capi-
tal, as adolescence is a crucial period for civic socialization and engage-
ment (Jennings and Stoker, 2004; Smith, 1999). Moreover, the academ-
ic literature on social capital suggests that political values and preferences 
can be transmitted across generations (Alford, Funk and Hibbing, 2005; 
Jennings and Niemi, 1968; Jennings, Stoker and Bowers, 2009). Further-
more, there is evidence that social networks, such as schools and the com-
munity, are important in determining young adults’ social capital. There-
fore, young adults’ expected political participation is a relevant subject to 
study, as it might reflect future voter turnover, as well as actual societal po-
litical participation.

1 Only in 2017, the number of asylum seekers and refugees increased at a rate of 12,000 per 
day worldwide UNHCR (2018).
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The main objective of the paper is to investigate whether the re-
cent immigration-related demographic change in Europe can be associ-
ated with changes in expected political participation of young adults. For 
this, we relied on three independent data sources from 12 EU-member 
countries. To capture young adults’ expected political participation we re-
lied on data from the International Civic and Citizenship Study (ICCS), 
a cyclical large-scale assessment in education implemented by the Inter-
national Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement 
(IEA). In this paper, we used data collected for ICCS 2009 and 2016 in 
each of the 12 selected countries. Moreover, we used data compiled by 
Eurostat, which captures the number of asylum applications that were 
lodged in each of the selected countries. Finally, we used data on nation-
al voter turnout as reported by the International Institute for Democra-
cy and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA, https://www.idea.int/
data-tools/country- view/ 264/40).

We began our analysis by looking at the relationship between the 
change in young adults’ expected political participation and the rate of 
asylum application within a country. We observe changes between years 
2009 and 2016 that should capture the changes related to the increased 
migration into Europe starting in 2015. We found a positive correlation 
between the change in the expected electoral participation and the na-
tional asylum application rates. A higher rate of asylum applications is as-
sociated with an increase of expected electoral participation in selected 
European countries.

To complement this finding, we proceeded by investigating whether 
expected political participation of young adults is associated with actual 
voter turnouts in the country. We observed this relationship at two time 
points, first around the year 2009 and second around the year 2016. We 
found a positive relationship between the percentage of 8th graders that 
certainly expect to vote in a country and the actual voter turnouts in both 
time points. This suggests that a higher voter turnout is associated with 
a larger proportion of students expecting to participate in national elec-
tions. This relationship is stronger in 2016 than in 2009. The result is in 
line with previous research findings in the literature, which point at social 
networks (i.e., family, school, and community) as determinant factors on 
civic and political engagement.

The remaining sections of this paper are structured as follows. In the 
next section, we review the academic literature pertinent to this research 
study. In Section 3, we describe the data employed in our empirical analy-
sis. We continue by providing our results in Section 4. Finally, we present 
our conclusions in Section 6.

https://www.idea.int/data-tools/country-view/264/40
https://www.idea.int/data-tools/country-view/264/40
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Literature Review
In this section, we review the academic literature related to this research 
paper. In particular, we focus on two main strands of research bodies. The 
first one relates to the scientific relevance of studying the (expected) civ-
ic and political engagement of eighth graders (i.e., the target population 
of ICCS). The literature suggests two reasons for this. First, young adult-
hood is a key formation phase for civic and political socialization and en-
gagement, indicating that eighth graders are a good proxy for a nation’s 
future social capital. For example, Jennings and Stoker (2004) report that 
pre-adulthood civic engagement, measured as involvement in voluntary 
organizations, builds predispositions and skills; which they argue are rel-
evant for civic and political engagement later in life. In addition, Smith 
(1999) documents how political and civic involvement in adulthood is as-
sociated with religious participation, participation in extracurricular ac-
tivities and extensive connection to others during earlier stages of life.

The second reason relates to the extensive evidence on the literature 
suggesting that young adults’ civic and political attitudes, perceptions, 
and behaviour are a reflection of societal attitudes, perceptions, and be-
haviour; highlighting the relevance of studying adolescents’ political and 
civic engagement. In particular, this literature underscores the relevance 
of social networks as a critical channel of social capital transmission. For 
example, Alford, Funk and Hibbing (2005), Jennings and Niemi (1968), 
and Jennings, Stoker and Bowers (2009) present evidence on the with-
in-family correlation of political values and civic attitudes and behav-
iour. This suggests that, to some extent, civic and political engagement 
in pre-adulthood is associated to parental civic and political engagement. 
Moreover, the school and neighborhood environment have been prov-
en strong determinants of individuals’ civic and political attitudes, per-
ceptions and behaviour. For example, Bischoff (2016) suggests that stu-
dent diversity and the existence of a micro-political environment are two 
potential mechanisms for civic learning at schools. Similarly, Campbell 
(2006) emphasizes the importance of communities and schools on shap-
ing individual’s civic life. In particular, he proposes a positive relationship 
between the level of homogeneity within the community and an individ-
ual’s political and civic engagement.

The second strand of research our paper relates to is the academic 
work investigating how the recent arrival of migrants into Europe impact-
ed political outcomes and civic engagement of native populations. In par-
ticular, this literature has focused on changes in local attitudes about and 
the political behaviour driven by immigration. For example, Dinas et al. 
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(2019) report that across the Greek islands on the Aegean Sea, exposure to 
migrant seeking asylum in Europe induced sizable and lasting increases 
in locals’ hostility towards refugees, immigrants, and Muslim minorities. 
They also find that exposure increases support for restrictive immigra-
tion and asylum policies, as well as political engagement to effect those ex-
clusionary policies. Similarly, Hangartner et al. (2019) show that the vote 
share for the Greek Golden Dawn political party increased in communi-
ties exposed to this migration wave. Finally, Steinmayr (2016) documents 
that the vote shares secured by right-wing political parties in the 2015 na-
tional election in Austria decreased in communities which hosted asylum 
seekers in that same year. 

Data
We relied on data from three different sources to investigate the associa-
tion between the recent arrival of migrants into Europe and the expect-
ed political participation of young adults. Firstly, we used data from EU 
member countries participating in ICCS. ICCS is a cyclical internation-
al comparative large-scale assessment in education conducted by the IEA 
in 2009 and 2016. Overall, 38 countries participated in the study in 2009, 
while 24 did in 2016. We restricted our analysis for countries participat-
ing in both cycles of the study (i.e., 2009 and 2016). That is, we used data 
from the following 12 countries: Bulgaria, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, It-
aly, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Netherlands, Norway, Slovenia and Swe-
den. We excluded data from Belgium, as only the Flanders region partic-
ipated in both cycles of ICCS and data from the other two sources is not 
disaggregated in this regard. In all the countries included in our analysis, 
the legal age of voting is 18 and voting is not compulsory.

The survey design of ICCS parallels the design of well-known large-
scale assessments in education (i.e., the Trends in Mathematics and Sci-
ence Study, the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study, and 
the Programme in International Student Assessment). The target popu-
lation of the study is students in Grade 8. For each participating country, 
a representative sample of schools and students is selected using a (strat-
ified) two-stage sampling design. At the first stage, schools are selected 
independently across sampling strata with a probability proportional to 
their size. Intact classrooms are then selected within sampled (and par-
ticipating) schools using a simple random sample (second stage). This im-
plies that selection probabilities of students vary across schools and strata, 
which underlines the importance of using sampling weights in the analy-
sis to obtain unbiased population estimates (we discuss this further later 
in the paper). In Table 1, we show school and student sample sizes for the 
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2009 and 2016 cycles for the selected EU member countries. Important-
ly, data from all selected countries met all quality standards established by 
the IEA to ensure a representative sample of the target population.

Table 1. Sample sizes for selected countries participated in ICCS 2009 
and 2016.

Country
2009 2016

Schools Students Schools Students
Bulgaria 158 3257 147 2931
Denmark 193 4508 184 6254
Estonia 140 2743 164 2857
Finland 176 3307 179 3173
Italy 172 3366 170 3450
Latvia 150 2761 147 3224
Lithuania 199 3902 182 3631
Malta 55 2143 47 3764
Norway 129 3013 148 6271
Slovenia 163 3070 145 2844
Sweden 166 3464 155 3264

The primary objective of ICCS is to measure students’ civic knowl-
edge, their understanding of concepts and issues related to civic and cit-
izenship, as well as their civic attitudes and engagement (Schulz et al., 
2008; Schulz et al., 2016). Besides being assessed on their civic and citi-
zenship competences, participating students also respond to a question-
naire, which aims to capture students’ contextual characteristics, as well 
as their civic attitudes, perceptions and behaviours. The underlying meth-
odology of the study’s design aims at guaranteeing the comparability of 
results across countries. Furthermore, a special emphasis is put on making 
results comparable over time within countries. This is important, given 
the cross-country nature of our analysis and the country-level panel struc-
ture of our working database.

To capture students’ expected political participation, we relied on 
data from one question that was administered in both ICCS cycles. This 
question reads as follows: “Listed below there are different ways adults can 
take an active part in society. When you are an adult, what do you think 
you will do?”.2 In specific, in our analysis we focused on the item “Vote in 
<national elections>”, to which students could respond using one of the 
following statements: “I would certainly do this”, “I would probably do 

2 In ICCS 2009 the first part of the question was “Listed below there are different ways 
adults can take an active part in political life”.
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this”, “I would probably not do this”, or “I would certainly not do this”3. 
This was item B in question 32 for ICCS 2009 (IS2P32B) and item B in 
question 31 for ICCS 2016 (IS3G31B). In column 2 of Table 2, we show – 
for each selected country – the estimated proportion of 8th grade students 
that in ICCS 2009 expressed they certainly would vote in a national elec-
tion. We did the same using data from ICCS 2016 in column 5. In most 
countries, the likelihood of a student expressing he or she would vote in a 
national election is higher in ICCS 2016 than in ICCS 2009. Moreover, a 
cross-country comparison of our variable of interest reveals a similar pat-
tern within each cycle, that is, data from Estonia shows the lowest per-
centage of students that certainly would vote in both ICCS cycles, while 
Nordic countries show the highest.

As a second source of information, we compiled data from Eurostat 
about asylum applicants from 2014 until 2018 [migr_asyappctzm] and 
total population on 1 January 2018 [demo_gind] from the selected EU 
member countries (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database). Eu-
rostat is the statistical office of the European Union situated in Luxem-
bourg and its mission is to provide high quality statistics for Europe that 
enable comparisons between countries and regions. We used this infor-
mation to construct the variable asylum application per 10,000 inhabitants, 
as presented in column 8. We defined this variable as the sum of all asylum 
applications between January 2014 and December 2018 within each coun-
try, divided by its total population, and multiplied it by 10,000. Overall, 
across the selected countries, the asylum application rate fluctuates to a 
large extent, with Sweden reporting about 315,000 applications and Esto-
nia reporting less than 7,000 in the observed period.

Finally, as a third source of data we relied on captures voter turnout 
in the selected countries. This information is available online from the 
International IDEA and consists of a comprehensive collection of voter 
turnout statistics in presidential and parliamentary elections since 1945. 
We focused only on elections for national assembly (in some countries re-
ferred to as parliament, chamber of representatives or chamber of depu-
ties) and took the voter turnout of the election proximate to each ICCS 
cycle. In column 4 from Table 2 we present the national voter turnout 
most proximate to ICCS 2009 for each country, while in column 3 we re-
port the year in which the national election was held. Similarly, in column 
7 we present the national voter turnout most proximate to ICCS 2016 for 
each country, while in column 6 we report the year in which the nation-

3 In ICCS 2009 the response options included the word “will” instead of “would”. As the 
meaning of these words from the respondents point of view does not differ much, we can 
treat the response options as comparable.
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Table 2. Compiled data from ICCS, voter turnout database 
and Eurostat.
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al election was held. All analyses in this paper were done using R version 
3.5.1 (R Core Team, 2018)

Results

Changes in expected political participation and the European 
political crisis
The primary objective of this research paper is to explore the association 
between the recent arrival of migrants into Europe and the expected po-
litical participation of young adults. In recent decades, immigration has 
become a highly politicized topic in Europe; largely, this socio political 
polarization has been intensified by the increasing challenge of manag-
ing forcibly displaced populations across EU country members. The case 
of Brexit has been a major social and political transformation within the 
continent ever since. In this light, with this paper we want to increase 
our understanding on the correlates between young adults’ expected po-
litical participation and the political crisis associated with the arrival of 
migrants fleeing violence and political persecution into Europe in recent 
years.

To attain our objective, we look at the relationship between national 
asylum application rates and the change in young adults’ political partic-
ipation expectations, which we define as the difference between the esti-
mated national proportion of eighth graders that certainly expect to vote, 
as documented by ICCS 2009 and ICCS 2016. In Figure 1, we show a 
visual representation of the strong and positive relationship between these 
two variables (correlation coefficient is 0.60). On the x-axis, we plot the 
national asylum application rate, while on the y-axis we plot the change 
in young adult’s political participation expectations. This association sug-
gests that countries with higher asylum application rates from 2014 to 
2018 have, on average, a larger percentage of young adults willing to vote 
in national elections, relative to 2009. Interestingly, young adults in Ita-
ly, Latvia, Malta, and Slovenia show a decrease in their expected political 
participation, while Scandinavian selected countries show the largest pos-
itive change in this variable.

In Figure 1 we also add the least-squares prediction line of regressing 
the national asylum application rate on the change in young adult’s polit-
ical participation expectations, with a 95% confidence interval of the pre-
dicted values (gray-shaded area). The line predicts that an increase of 10 in 
the national asylum application rate will be associated with an increase in 
the change in young adults’ political participation expectation of about 
0.6 percentage points (p-value = 0.05).
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This result is relevant for two reasons. First, the arrival of migrants 
into Europe fueled a political debate on whether member countries have 
the legal and moral obligation to host asylum seekers. This became a major 
issue in the agenda of most political parties across EU-member countries 
in recent national elections. Therefore, the results we document above in-
dicate that the increased political engagement of the European youth can 
be associated to the arrival of migrants and/or the political debate subse-
quently triggered. Second, as noted in the literature review, there is evi-
dence in the literature that civic and political engagement of young adults 
is, to some extent, a reflection of societal civic and political engagement. 
This suggests that the arrival of migrants might not only be associated 
with the expected political behaviour of the young population, but rath-
er to actual societal political engagement. We explore this last idea in the 
next section, in which we look at the correlation between eighth graders 
expected political participation and actual national voter turnout.

Expected political participation and actual turnout
We proceeded by providing empirical evidence on the correlates between 
contemporaneous young adults’ political participation expectations and 
national voter turnouts, which underscores the relevance of the results 
presented in the previous section. For this, we relied on data from ICCS 
2009 and 2016 and national turnout results for the countries selected in 

Figure 1. Changes in expected voting participation and asylum 
application rates.
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our analysis. As outlined in the literature review section, there is exten-
sive evidence about how social networks (i.e. household, community, and 
school environment) influence the formation of political and civic en-
gagement. In this section, we provide empirical evidence that support this 
hypothesis.

We began by looking at the relationship between the estimated per-
centage of eighth grade students that certainly expect to vote in a country 
– as reported in ICCS 2009 – and the national voter turnout of the par-
liamentary election most proximate to 2009. For three countries specifi-
cally, we looked at the national voter turnout of the 2007 national elec-
tion, for four countries the national election took place in 2008, two in 
2009, and for two in 2010 (see column 3 in Table 2). In Figure 2, we show 
a visual representation of the positive and relatively strong relationship be-
tween these two variables (correlation coefficient is 0.40). On the x-axis, 
we plot our measure of young adult’s political participation expected in 
2009, while on the y-axis we plot the national voter turnout.

This relationship is evidence that supports the premise that young 
adults’ expected political participation is a good approximation of actu-
al participation in a society. Interestingly, students in Nordic countries 
are the most certain they would vote in a national election (Sweden, Den-
mark and Norway), while students in ex-communist countries (Lithua-
nia, Estonia and Bulgaria) show the least expected political participation. 

Figure 2. Expected voting participation from ICCS 2009 and actual 
turnout.
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The black line represents the prediction line of regressing national voter 
turnouts on expected political participation and the grey shaded area rep-
resents the 95% confidence interval of the predicted values. An increase 
of one percentage point in the proportion of students that certainly ex-
pected to vote will be associated with an increase of about 0.5 percentage 
points in the actual turnout. This relationship is not statistically signifi-
cant (p = 0.22).

We proceeded by conducting the same analysis using data from 
ICCS 2016. That is, we looked at the relationship between expected po-
litical participation and the election turnout most proximate to 2016, i.e., 
when data for the ICCS study was collected. In specific, for three coun-
tries we looked at the national voter turnout of the 2015 national election, 
for two countries the national election took place in 2016, for three in 
2017, and three in 2018 (see column 6 in Table 2). In Figure 3, we show a 
visual representation of the positive and strong relationship between these 
two variables (correlation coefficient is 0.65). On the x-axis, we plot our 
measure of young adult’s political participation expectation in 2016, while 
on the y-axis we plot the national voter turnout.

This relationship is yet another piece of evidence that supports the 
hypothesis that young adults’ expected political participation is a good ap-
proximation of actual participation in a society. The black line represents 
the prediction line of regressing national voter turnouts on expected polit-

Figure 3. Expected voting participation from ICCS 2016 and actual 
turnout.
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ical participation and the grey shaded area represents the 95% confidence 
interval of the predicted values. An increase of one percentage point in 
the proportion of students that certainly expected to vote will be associat-
ed with an increase of about 0.9 percentage points in the actual turnout. 
Contrary to 2009, the relationship is statistically significant (p = 0.03).

Overall, Figure 2 and Figure 3 suggest two important conclusions. 
First, in line with previous research findings, we obtain systematic evi-
dence on the positive relationship between young adults’ expected polit-
ical participation and actual participation in a society. The second con-
clusion is that, among the countries under study, the relationship became 
stronger in 2016. These two findings highlight the relevance of the posi-
tive association we found between the recent arrival of migrants into Eu-
rope and the expected political participation of young adults. 

As a last result, in Figure 4 we show a visual representation of the re-
lationship between national asylum application rates and the change in 
national voter turnout (i.e., column 7 minus column 4 in Table 2). On the 
x-axis, we plot the national asylum application rate, while on the y-axis we 
plot change in national voter turnout. This association suggests that coun-
tries with higher asylum application rates from 2014 to 2018 have, on av-
erage, a larger and positive change in the previous two national elections. 
The correlation coefficient between these two variables is 0.24. This result 
is of a smaller magnitude but in line with the positive and strong associ-
ation found between young adults’ expected political participation and 

Figure 4. Changes in turnouts and the asylum application rates.
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asylum application rates (Figure 1) and the positive correlation between 
young adults’ expected political participation and actual turnout (Figure 
2 and Figure 3). A possible explanation for the relatively smaller correla-
tion is that the year in which national elections were held across the select-
ed countries varies. That is, the most proximate election to 2016 for three 
countries was in 2015, possibly before the arrival of migrants into Europe; 
while, for the other three countries the most proximate election to 2016 
was in 2018 (two years after the arrival of migrants). 

The black line presents the least-squares prediction line and the grey 
shaded area shows a 95% confidence interval of the predicted values. The 
biggest drop in voter turnout can be observed in Bulgaria, Italy and Slo-
venia where the difference in turnout between the two selected elections 
was more than 10 percentage points. A positive trend in attending elec-
tions can be observed in Estonia, Lithuania, Finland, Norway and Swe-
den, while the participation in elections did not change much during time 
in Denmark and Malta. As expected, the estimated effect of asylum ap-
plication rates on the change in voter turnouts is not statistically signifi-
cant (p = 0.47).

Conclusions
Young adults play a crucial role in society as they represent the future so-
cial capital of a nation. This makes studying civic and political attitudes, 
perceptions, and behaviour very relevant from an academic and policy 
perspective. In this paper we have combined data from three data sourc-
es to study the relationship between changes in expected voting participa-
tion and recent immigration waves in Europe. We relied on data collect-
ed for ICCS study conducted in 2009 and 2016, a voter turnout database, 
and country-level official statistics. We have found that the change in ex-
pected electoral participation of students is associated to the number of 
asylum applications within a country. To gather some evidence that the 
self-reported data from students reflect the society and societal changes 
we examined the relationship between expected voting participation and 
actual voter turnouts in the country. We have found a positive associa-
tion between these two variables. Our results point to the conclusion that 
there is an association between the recent migration movements in Eu-
rope and the increased political participation in countries. This associa-
tion is reflected in students and their expectations for future civic and po-
litical engagement.

The limitations of our study follow. First, the data we used from ICCS 
was collected across countries at the same point in time, while data from na-
tional election turnouts follow a country specific time track (i.e., column 3 
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and column 6 in Table 2). Therefore, it might be that the lack of a standard-
ized unit of time when looking at changes over time adds important noise 
to our empirical analysis. Hence, the results of the difference in turnouts 
are suggestive and should be interpreted with caution. Second, the data we 
used in this study is cross-sectional, therefore a causal interpretation of the 
results is not possible. Finally, we used aggregated data by country; hence, 
we neglected any within country variation that might be important. 

Finally, our research provided yet further evidence on the associa-
tion between community homogeneity and political engagement. As 
suggested by Campbell (2006), increasing the level of heterogeneity in a 
community will likely increase the level of political engagement within a 
society. A demographic change, such as the recent arrival of migrants into 
Europe, is likely to increase the heterogeneity of a community in many di-
mensions, which in turn might spark the political engagement of its citi-
zens (either in favour for or against the demographic change). In this pa-
per, we observe this association at the country-level. A promising line of 
research would be to explore this hypothesis using within-country varia-
tion. Exploiting community-level variation on arrival of migrants and us-
ing the rich battery of data provided by ICCS could provide important in-
sights on this exciting research topic.
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