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“Young people possess the creativity and fearlessness 
needed to address complex political issues.”  

Angela Merkel 

“Youth involvement in politics ensures a diversified 
representation and a stronger democracy.”  

Barack Obama 

“The youth can mobilize and create a stir that often leads 
to transformative political change.”  

Nelson Mandela 
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Introduction 

Young people are an important part of European society. The upcoming elections to the 
European Parliament bring a renewed focus on young citizens and their preferences. 
Encouraging young voters to participate in these elections, especially first time voters, is 
an important objective of the European Parliament, the European party groups and the 
representatives of the national parties.  
 
Previous research has demonstrated that the experience young voters have with their 
first election, has long-term consequences on their likelihood to vote in subsequent 
elections (Franklin and Hobolt 2011). When voters experience their first election to 
matter, it encourages them to continue to exercise their civic duty of voting in subsequent 
elections. Conversely, an election experience, in which voters observe that their voice 
does not matter and the election itself is viewed as inconsequential, in the long-term, 
discourages young voters to participate in elections. With this in mind, the stakes are high 
for representatives to engage young voters in the political discourse of the EP elections, 
and to discuss their policy preferences and viable options. 

The importance of the perspectives of the younger generation in the European Parliament 
elections extends beyond mere political involvement. In many respects, it is the core of 
establishing a collective future founded on unity and progress. As the European Union 
evolves, the voice of the youth becomes increasingly crucial in cementing the principles 
and objectives that define this transnational project. Engaging young voters is a 
commitment to the Europe that they envision for themselves and for future generations, 
rather than solely a means to boost voting numbers. It entails fostering an optimistic 
mindset that cherishes innovation, solidarity, and diversity — three fundamental 
principles on which the EU is built. Young minds contribute to the development of a 
European narrative that speaks to contemporary issues and promotes inclusive 
governance, sustainable policies, and a sense of collective responsibility for a historically 
and dynamically changing continent. Their active participation demonstrates a deep 
commitment to fostering a resilient and progressive Europe. 

Since the last elections to the European Parliament in 2019, Europe has faced a series of 
crises. Over the past years, Europeans have experienced a global health pandemic, wars 
in the immediate neighborhood, an energy crisis, inflation, terrorism and cyber warfare, 
in conjunction with increased risks of natural disasters and extreme weather conditions 
such as floods, heat waves, droughts and wildfires. Despite the indications of climate 
change, Europe has not been able to achieve its commitments laid out in the Paris Accord. 
While the war in Ukraine is still ongoing after two years, the recent hostilities in the 
Middle East has shocked the world and has increased concerns of a wider regional 
conflict. 
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It is in this context that young citizens express their preferences for policy priorities both 
by the European Union in general and the European Parliament in particular. This short 
report is explores young citizens’ perception in a range of political, social and economic 
aspects of European life. The report draws on several data sources such as Eurobarometer 
datasets from 2019-2023 and the Maastricht Youth Survey. The findings of the report 
demonstrate that the most important topics to be prioritized according to young EU 
citizens are the following:  

(1) Climate Change 
(2) Europe and the World 
(3) EU Democracy  

The Maastricht Youth Survey, conducted from December 4th to December 22nd, opted 
for a non-probabilistic sampling approach due to practical constraints such as time and 
costs. Rather than aiming for representativeness in a traditional sense, this survey sought 
engagement and feedback from a specific cohort of young individuals. It served as a pilot 
study, offering insights and initial indications regarding the policy preferences of young 
voters. Distributed through the YUFE network, social media platforms, and contacts at 
UM partner universities, the survey recorded the responses of 110 members of the 
network, which despite not being designed for broad representativeness, provides 
valuable perspectives from young likely voters, highly engaged with the EU. 

In this survey, participants were asked to identify the foremost concern they wished Lead 
Candidates to address during the debate. Utilizing an open-ended question format, 
responses were collected and subjected to Natural Language Processing (NLP) 
techniques for analysis. Pre-processing involved segmentation into bigrams, allowing the 
exploration of semantic associations within the data. The resulting network visualization 
presented below, Figure (1),illustrates the interconnectedness and clustering of themes 
derived from the analysis, providing a visual representation of their semantic 
relationships. 
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Figure (1) Semantic Bigram, Own calculations based on Maastricht Youth Survey  
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The results show a distinct differentiation among the themes discussed, with certain 
topics directly linked to EU matters, while others, highlighted in blue, leaned towards 
broader national-level policy preferences rather than exclusively EU-centric concerns. 
Within the EU-related preferences, identifiable clusters pertained to crucial aspects like 
climate change and necessary measures, the governance structure of the EU, its 
commitment to upholding the rule of law and shaping its future trajectory, navigating 
through its geopolitical security and defense challenges, addressing issues of poverty, 
inclusivity, and equality, along with its role in global conflicts such as the Russia-Ukraine 
war and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  

Overall, three themes were significantly more salient, indicating their high importance to 
these young respondents. These included climate change, the EU’s Common Foreign and 
Security Policy and the Union’s role and future with respect to democracy and the rule 
of law. The same results were obtained in the Maastricht Youth Survey, using a closed-
ended question, in which respondents were asked to pick from a list of topics the ones 
they considered to be most important issues facing the EU. Below, Figure (2), shows the 
responses. Again, respondents identify first and foremost the issue of climate change as 
an important issue, followed by the international situation and the role of the EU in the 
world, and then finally as a third topic European democracy. 

 

 
Figure (2) Most important issues facing EU, Own calculations based on Maastricht Youth 
Survey 
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Climate Change 

In today's global landscape, according to young citzens, climate change, stands as a 
pivotal challenge demanding immediate attention and actionable solutions. The pressing 
nature of this crisis is evident through the escalating environmental degradation and the 
urgency to implement policies aimed at combating this imminent threat. The need for 
swift action is mirrored in the worldwide outcry for proactive measures that go beyond 
mere rhetoric. Young people across the world are leading these calls, demanding from 
leaders in the European Union and in nations to grapple with how best to address this 
crisis urgently, and how best to safeguard the planet's future. 

Europe and the World 

International relations, particularly concerning Europe's foreign policy, are entangled in 
multifaceted dynamics, notably around countries like Ukraine and Russia. Important 
concerns of young citizens pertainto Europe's responsibility in promoting peace, 
preserving stability in a region plagued by conflict and tensions, and pursuing peace. 
These concerns have been brought up more prominently as a result of the ongoing 
violence in the area. This conflict presents a complex challenge to Europe's CFSP, in 
which young citizens are expecting from leaders to navigate through multiple diplomatic 
landscapes while balancing the pursuit of peace with the need for stability and security 
in Europe and the world. 

EU Democracy 

The European Union's role and effectiveness in multi-level governance have come under 
intense scrutiny in recent times. Young citizens associate here themes such as 
democratization, legitimacy,  transparency, and economic and social justice underscoring 
discussions around reforming the EU to better serve its diverse member states while 
fostering trust and transparency among citizens. Criticisms and debates revolve around 
the EU's role in governing multi-level structures, the need for reforms to focus on core 
objectives, as well as addressing issues such as trust, corruption, and citizen 
representation within the Union. 
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Based on these findings and the questions proposed by respondents of the Maastricht 
Youth Survey, we suggest that the debate touches upon the following three core 
questions: 

I. How best to develop and implement immediate and effective policies to 
address the climate crisis, considering the urgency for environmental action 
and the pressing need for policies that yield tangible and impactful results? 

II. How best to bolster the Common Foreign and Security Policy to more 
effectively handle conflicts and uphold peace inside and beyond Europe, given 
the current state of affairs in Ukraine and its consequences for European 
stability? 

III. How best to reform the European Union to enhance its influence, ensure 
transparency, and effectively address criticisms related to democratization, 
trust and social and economic justice, while governing across multi-level 
structures? 
 

As context in which young citizens have expressed their policy preferences, and to 
corroborate the findings of the Maastricht Youth Survey, the following additional topics 
are covered in the report: 

 Values the EP should defend (Figure 3) 
 Topics to be addressed by EP as priority (Figure 4) 
 Topics to be addressed by EP as priority by age group (Figure 5) 
 Interest in EP elections (Figure 6) 
 Likelihood to vote in EP elections (Figure 7) 
 Annex 1: Questions from Maastricht Youth Survey  
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Values the EP should defend, Priorities for EP, and Most important Problems 

Two Eurobarometer surveys asked respondents to pick from a list of values provided 
which one the EP should defend as a matter of priority. The respondents range in age 
from 15 years to 98 years. One survey was fielded in March 2023, the other was fielded in 
December 2023. Below, Figure (3), demonstrates that for citizens of all ages, democracy 
is the main value the EP should defend. This is mentioned by 38% of respondents. This 
value is followed by the protection of human rights (27%), freedom of speech and thought 
(27%) and then rule of law (27%). This concerns fits well with the concern of young 
citizens that we have identified in the Maastricht Youth Survey. 
 

 

 
 
Figure (3) Values the EP should defend, Source: Eurobarometer 2023, EB 100.1 
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As regards the priority of topics for the EP, considering all age groups, Figure (4) 
demonstrates that the first issue identified by respondents is the fight against poverty 
and social exclusion (36%), followed by public health (34%). Again both these concerns 
fit with the overall theme of democracy and rule of law, as expressed by young citizens 
in the Maastricht Youth Survey. Also the second theme, action against climate change has 
been identified as a main concern by European citizens of all ages. (29%). For the broad 
public, EU defence and security also is a main concern (24%). 
 

 

 
Figure (4) Topics to be addressed by EP as priority, Source: Eurobarometer 2023, EB 100.1 
 
 
The spring 2022 Eurobarometer survey presented respondents with a broad spectrum of 
topics, seeking to ascertain their priority areas for the attention of the European 
Parliament. The highlighted themes cover diverse aspects of contemporary European 
concerns, including social welfare and health, economic development, civil rights, justice, 
and security, a sundry of cultural and social issues as well as discussions about the future 
of Europe and the digitalization of its economy.  
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The findings presented in Figure (5) below show differences in priority areas between the 
younger respondents (15 to 30 age group) and their older counterparts. Younger 
respondents showed a higher tendency to prioritize action against climate change and 
humanitarian aid and development assistance compared to their older counterparts. 
Conversely, older participants leaned towards prioritizing the EU’s defense and security, 
including the protection of EU’s external borders, along with emphasizing democracy 
and the rule of law, more prominently than their younger counterparts. 

 

 
Figure (5) Topics to be addressed by EP as priority by age group, Source: Eurobarometer 
2022, EB 97.3  
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Interest in European Elections and Policy Priorities 

Between the 6th and 9th of June 2024, European elections will take place in all Member 
States of the European Union. A concern with European elections in the past has been, in 
how far voters are interested in these and whether they will be turning out to vote. In 
fact, since the first general elections to the European Parliament in 1979, voting turnout 
has been steadily declining, with the exception of the elections in 2019, where a small up-
tick took place and overall voting turnout was at 50,62 % .  
 
A key question at the moment is how much importance voters are attributing to the 
upcoming EP elections. A recent Parlementer survey (EB 100.1, December 2023), indicates 
that interest in EP elections and the inclination to vote in the upcoming elections has 
increased compared to 2018. In 2023, Figure (6) below shows overall 57% of citizens are 
very interested or somewhat interested in the EP elections. In 2018, the number was 51 % 
(EB 91.1). 
 

 

 
Figure (6) Interest in EP elections, Source: Eurobarometer 2023, EB 100.1 
 
In the Eurobarometer survey in December 2023, respondents were also asked how likely 
they were to vote if the elections were to take place next week. Possible responses ranged 
from 1 (least likely) to 10 (very likely). Taking scores 7 to 10, Figure (7) below 
demonstrates that 68% indicated the likelihood to vote, compared to only 59% in autumn 
2018. This is a remarkable increase in the past years, and indicates that voters are likely 
to be paying attention to the election campaigns of the national and European parties.  
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On the national level, there is variation with respect to the likelihood to vote (scores 7-
10), with respondents in Denmark (86%) being highest, followed by The Netherlands 
(82%), Sweden (80%) and Poland (76%) and the lowest being in Czechia and Cyprus (50% 
in both countries). 
 

 

 
Figure (7) Likelihood to vote in EP elections, Source: Eurobarometer 2023, EB 100.1 
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Appendix 1: Questions submitted by young voters to be asked during Maastricht Debate 
The entries provided below represent the unaltered, verbatim questions submitted by respondents 
 

If you personally have a chance to ask one question during the Maastricht Debate, what would you ask? 

Which one is THE main priority that needs to be addressed during the next five years? (Asked to each candidate 
Why is the EU still not acting enough on the Climate Crisis 
On what policy area do you intend to focus your work in the next five years? 
Which direction would you like the Union to take and which one do you think it will actually take ? 
Why do we keep Hungary in the EU?  
What their solutions are to support students wanting to study in another EU country? Like a common loan and 
student finance system and less bureaucracy? 
How they will tackle the new problems with IA technologies  
What will you do to eliminate the violence against refugees at our borders and within Europe? How will you 
help create safe passage ways for them to reach various European countries, either by sea or land route?  
What is your intention/opinion concerning several climate change factors, for example the ban of glyphosate 
pesticides, nuclear energy, plastic waste policies, transport policies or deep sea mining ? 
what is Europe doing to ensure peaceful conditions prevail in its countries and how to fight injustice? 
How can we work more together facing the EU Migration crisis 
How can we build up an european dfence system ? 
How can democratic structures keep being guaranteed as a fundamental principle of the members of theEU?  
How can we CONCRETELY ensure that the 2030 and 2040 climate targets are met? 
What actions do you foresee to accelerate the decarbonization of European economy until 2030? 
What innovation or political cooperation do you consider best to get a handle on climate change? 
How can we make the European citizens more interesting about the election? What would it be your 
"strategy"/"plan" to show to the citizens the important to vote? 
What are the next steps to stop climate change? 
How do you plan on working towards a more integrated, more united European Union? 
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What will you do to make EU institutions more democratically accountable to the public? 
Has somebody seen Ursula's phone? 
When will the EU become the United States of Europe ? 
How will you secure that the security of the EU will be guaranteed in the future? 
Are you planning to further intergate and coordinate defense policy inside the EU or is that a job for NATO? 
Does democracy contradict itself then it lets far-right/autoritharian movements be part of the political landscape? 
What are you going to do to make sure industries can quickly transition to climate-friendly production methods, 
avoiding unnecessary closures and job losses? 
What is the role of the EP considering what happens/has happened in Palestine? And, in Ukraine? 
If you could change one article in the treaties, which would you change and why? 
How would you address democratic backsliding of some member states and how does democratic backsliding 
affect the EU? 
What is your stance on recognising a multicultural society in Europe, and how do you plan on addressing 
Member States with opposite positions? 
How can we gain power against tech monopolies? 
How can Europe remain competitive on the global stage? 
What is something that you believe the EU should change immediately (in its structure, or in its 
policies/behaviors) and why? 
If elected, what would you like your legacy to be like 5 years from now (in three words max) ? 
Can you imagine a future in Europe not based on Capitalism? Such es Post- or Degrowth  
What will you do to pressure the EU-members to take ebough actions to fight the climate change 
This past 5 years have been characterized by the implementation of the Green Deal and of the Recovery Fund by 
MS. How the Eu plans to address these issues in the following years and in the event of a different majority 
leading the institutions, is every party ready to engage itself in continuing the work on the Environmental 
transition, even if this could be hard to explain to its electorate? 
How can the EU be institutionally prepared for expansion? 
What is the EU’s ambition and relationship with Africa going to be in the future? What is our goal? 
Why is the EU so ineffective at doing something against climate change? 
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How will you try to solve the EU's democratic deficit and make the EU more visible and Accessible 
Are you in favour of more European integration?  
How can the decline of democracy in EU-memberstates be stopped or reversed? 
What are your priorities and what will you bring to the table? 
What kind of future do you see for Europe? How do you plan to face the challege of Euroskeptizism? 
What can the EU contribute to a meaningful approach towards reducing climate change?  
Why is the restriction on Migration so harsh 
What are the main measures that are going to take regarding the huge youth unemployment rating?  
To what extent is the unanimity principle still advantageous 
what consequences should be taken to prevent autocracies from undermining the european union? 
What is the lession you learn out of the rise of populist parties? 
what are your plans to reform the EU to make it more capable and coherent? 
How is the next Commission planning to address the  challange of migration that the EU is facing. is there any 
will to further develop the new pact on Migration?   
What are you planning to do to enhance the situation in EU for Lgbtiq youth? 
What would you do, to keep Europe save from Putin? 
Why was the EU unable to react accordingy and quickly to human beings being killed in Palestine? 
How can we more effectively share costs of (migration, green transition, etc.) in the presence of conflict of 
interest of individual member states? 
How will you keep the democracy safe in the European Union? 
Do you believe that climate change should be addressed at the EU level? 
What are your main priorities that will positively affect the life of european youth? 
How can the EU fight back against the rise of right wing populist parties in recent national elections, to protect 
European democracy? 
How is the EU going to prioritize its spending given the multiple crisis currently happening (climare cirsis, 
Ukraine war, refugee crisis, inflation)? 
How would you counter the risk of democratic decline associated with the rise of extreme parties, whilst keeping 
focus on the need to urgently address climate change, living costs and housing for the young people? 
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How would you implement a common European foreign policy? 
Is it acceptable that the European Union does not clearly express against human rights violation globally? 
if Europe could extend its foreign policy to mediate the Israel-Palestine conflict  
why do they side with the oppressor that is committing mass genocide? (Israel) and hold them accountable for 
their actions 
to what extent is the European Union able to intervene on these proposed issues? 
Is there going to be a new EU treaty in the next 10-15 years? 
How do you plan to connect divided member states again? 
What will be your main priority as President of the Commission? 
Why are we failing our climate goals? 
How are they planning to tackle the issue of democratic backsliding and rise of far-right governments  
What are the candidates going to do to increase satisfaction of EU influence on local authoroties, among students.  
Why is it considerd a good thing that national parliaments and therefore the democratic process has less power 
than the EU 
how will you tackle extreme right rise in Western Europe which will likely put a dent in climate change policies 
What would you do to increase EU’s role in its fight against global climate change? 
How do you plan to address the current housing crisis that is affecting most under 30 EU citizens in the EU? 
What makes you wake up at night? 
Rethinking our economic system 
How can we make sure EU citizens understand the complex choices that have to be made on the EU level? 
What would be your concrete measures to increase support and acceptance of the EU? 
Climate change 
What should Hungarian youth do to change the political state of Hungary? 
What can the European Union do to be more attractive to the general public? 
If VDL does not run) To Manfred Weber (EPP): Will you further abandon and neglect european human right 
values in order to compete with the far right?   

 


