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CHAPTER 7 
 
 

VIEWS FROM OUTSIDE THE DEMOCRATIC BOX: YOUTH’S SITU-
ATED ARTICULATIONS OF EFFICACY IN CIVIC PARTICIPATION 

 
 

At the time of writing, the journal version of this chapter was under review at the 
Journal of Youth Studies. Liesbet van Zoonen and Floris Müller are second and third 
authors in the journal version.  
 
Introduction 
It appears that Western policy makers have increasingly embraced the idea that 
youth’s civic participation is in deficit. In order to reinvigorate youth’s civic par-
ticipation, policy makers have devised a range of policies. British policy makers, 
for instance, seek to encourage youth’s civic participation through youth councils 
and educational projects (Sloam, 2007). The incumbent Dutch Ministry for Youth 
and Family encourages youth’s participation in decision-making processes and 
‘social traineeships’ (Hirzalla & Van Zoonen, 2009). In Scandinavian countries, 
youth’s civic participation forms a major policy field, leading to experiments with 
e-democracy and youth parliaments (IARD, 2001). On a transnational level, the EU 
carries out policies within the framework of the White Paper on Youth – ‘a re-
sponse to the apparent disaffection of youth with traditional forms of participation 
in public life’ (COMM206, 2005). 

Policy makers’ worries about youth’s civic participation are, however, only 
partly legitimized by the results of academic studies. Research indicates that 
youth’s participation in electoral politics is indeed low, but there are also studies 
that find that youth are active in non-electoral and non-institutional forms of civic 
participation (Dahlgren, 2007; Sloam, 2007). Why youth appear to prefer non-
electoral and non-institutional variants is a matter of ongoing debate. 

In this chapter, I aim to contribute to this debate through a qualitative inves-
tigation of youth’s feelings of internal and external efficacy in regard to four ‘par-
ticipation modes’ – Politics, Activism, Consumption, and Sharing – that comprise a 
wide range of online and offline civic activities (Hirzalla & Van Zoonen, 2009). Af-
ter a review of the relevant literature and a discussion of my method, I demon-
strate how Dutch youth in 10 focus group sessions conceptualized the presence 
and absence of efficacy in the context of their experiences, and how they 
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articulated the significance of efficacy in the context of their goals. I close with a 
section in which I summarize the main results and discuss a number of implica-
tions for future research. 
 
Participation and efficacy 
Civic participation is widely considered as an essential attribute of democratic citi-
zenship (Devine, 2002). The importance of civic participation among youth specifi-
cally, as a distinct group, is derived from the ‘formative nature’ of childhood and 
adolescence. In addition, youth can safeguard their interests, it is argued, through 
civic participation (Galston, 1995; Henn, Weinstein & Wring, 2002).  
 Although researchers generally agree that youth’s civic participation is im-
portant in these respects, research has relied on different definitions of what ‘civic’ 
activities are in the first place. In reviewing these definitions, and based on an em-
pirical assessment of youth’s participation in the Netherlands, Hirzalla and Van 
Zoonen (2009) identified four ‘participation modes’ that comprise a wide range of 
online and offline civic activities. The first mode, Politics, is confined to activities in 
the realm of formal politics, such as voting and being a member of a political party. 
Activism forms a second mode, composed of social movement and community ac-
tivities such as volunteering. Consumption is identified as a distinct third mode that 
includes the consumption of goods with social or political significance, such as 
products with recycled packaging. Sharing, the fourth mode, comprises a range of 
communicative activities, varying from relatively simple activities such as for-
warding e-mails to more elaborate investments such as writing blogs.52  
 Research generally indicates that, in the last few decades, youth have been 
less active in Politics than in the other three modes (Coleman, 2007b; Coleman & 
Row, 2005; Delli Carpini, 2000; Hirzalla & Van Zoonen, 2008, 2009; Livingstone et 
al., 2007; Pattie, Seyd & Whitely, 2003; Whiting & Harper, 2003). Scholars have fo-
cussed on different material and attitudinal resources to explain this trend. One of 
these resources is efficacy, which is generally studied as two more specific cur-
rents. On the one hand, external efficacy is defined in terms of people’s feelings of 
empowerment in light of the perceived responsiveness of institutions and other 
people. On the other hand, internal efficacy refers to people’s beliefs about their 
competence to understand and conduct activities (Kenski & Stroud, 2006; Morrell, 
2003). Extant research about external and internal efficacy has not, however, 
yielded uniform results. Although analyses generally conclude that external effica-
cy promotes participation (Kaid, 2004), there are also studies that arrive at the op-
posite conclusion (Kahne & Westheimer, 2002). Studies about the role of internal 
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efficacy have also yielded mixed results. These inconsistencies might be ascribed to 
the use of different measures, and to measures of external and internal efficacy 
mixed together (Morrell, 2003).  
 Aside from these ambiguities, there are a number of other, mostly interre-
lated issues that render the question of efficacy in youth’s civic participation unre-
solved. Two of these issues are primarily manifested on an operational level. First, 
research about efficacy has focussed on a narrow selection of offline activities, par-
ticularly activities within formal politics (still more in particular: voting). Second, 
research has focused on the role of efficacy among people in general, and not on its 
role among youth (Catt, 2005; ICR, 2006; Kaid, 2004). Both of these issues might be 
problematic in view of youth’s specific agenda: one that is expressed in youth’s 
‘own’ world and in their ‘own’ terms (in regard to language, values, aspirations, 
and lifestyle) that can be misunderstood in research and policies (Coleman & 
Rowe, 2005; Henn et al., 2002; Inglehart, 1997; Norris, 2003a; O’Toole, Marsh & 
Jones, 2003). 
 There are also four more fundamental issues on a methodological and theo-
retical level that potentially limit the scope of knowledge produced in mainstream 
research about the role of efficacy in civic participation. First, efficacy theory typi-
cally relates efficacy to people’s political goals (Coleman, Morrison & Svennevig, 
2008; Kaid, 2004). Hence the term ‘political efficacy’, referring to ‘the feeling that 
political and social change is possible, and that the individual citizen can play a 
part in bringing about this change’, as the classic definition (of external and inter-
nal political efficacy) of Campbell, Gurin and Miller (1954, p. 187) reads. However, 
people may participate in activities for a variety of goals aside from distinct politi-
cal goals, such as making new friends or developing social skills. In these cases, 
feeling empowered to pursue a political goal is bound to be less relevant to people 
than feeling empowered to make new friends or to develop social skills through 
participation in a certain activity called ‘civic’ or ‘political’ in the literature. Conse-
quently, potential variations in people’s goals problematize a theoretical focus on 
political efficacy only; the kind of efficacy most relevant to people may take differ-
ent directions, depending on their goals. 
 Second, and related, scholars have not focused on depicting the conditions 
under which efficacy might not be important for civic participation. For instance, 
what does external efficacy mean to a person who does not aspire to achieve an 
‘external’ goal?; and, what does internal civic efficacy mean to someone who em-
barks upon a challenge? Although such questions, however basic, are not posed at 
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the forefront of the literature, they may further complicate any relationship be-
tween efficacy and civic participation.  
 Third, efficacy theory is generally based on survey-based research. While 
evidently informative in their own right, questionnaires with closed questions are 
inherently unable to elicit people’s full experiences (Benedicto & Luz Morán, 2007; 
Haste, 2004; Sloam, 2007). More particularly, survey-based measurements do not 
establish how people conceptualize efficacy-related issues specifically, nor do they 
cover the possibility that people conceptualize their feelings of efficacy in a variety 
of terms other than the ones used in survey questions. Hence, what efficacy means 
more specifically to people – that is, the issues to which feelings of empowerment 
are specifically related – is rarely addressed in mainstream research about the role 
of efficacy in civic participation. 
 Fourth, prevailing ambiguities about the role of efficacy in participation ten-
tatively suggest that feelings of efficacy can depend on specific contextual factors 
that remain unheeded in mainstream research. Typical political behaviour research 
on efficacy is, as discussed above, focussed on political efficacy in regard to par-
ticipation in formal politics. ‘The consensus is’, as Valentino, Gregorowicz and 
Groenendyk (2007, p. 4) remark about this research, that: 
 

external and internal efficacy are (…) stable throughout the lifespan. (…) Political 
science has long presumed efficacy a trait established early in life that exerts a stable 
influence on participation throughout adulthood. As defined, political efficacy is not 
vulnerable to short term forces, partisan fluctuations, or particular election out-
comes. In each election, the environment makes salient to the respondent how com-
petent she perceived herself to be in the political sphere, as well as the degree to 
which the system seems responsive to her interests and actions. (…) After the elec-
tion, political efficacy presumably recedes as a relevant personal dimension only to 
be recalled again in the next cycle. 
 

Thus, in political behaviour research, (political) efficacy is generally considered a 
stable and personal ‘trait’, as Valentino et al. (2007) say – a resource relatively in-
dependent of people’s short-term experiences of (the outcome of) their activities. 
How efficacy might also function in more situated ways – that is, as an unstable 
‘state’ continuously in flux, rather than as a stable ‘trait’ – remains undertheorized 
(Valentino et al., 2007).53 
 From the above, I argue that more understanding of how efficacy works can 
be gained if its scope is not reduced to the realization of political goals only; if its 
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significance is evaluated in relation to people’s goals; if its meaning is conceptualized 
more specifically in people’s own terms; and, if its potential situatedness is viewed 
in accordance with people’s experiences.  
 I will attempt to do so in this chapter. In the context of the debate about 
youth’s civic participation, I will focus on a wide range of offline and online activi-
ties deemed ‘civic’ in the literature among youth specifically. My main aim is not to 
challenge the prevailing consensus that more political efficacy can generally be as-
sociated with more participation, or to yield conclusions about ‘how much’ efficacy 
feelings people have. Rather, I aspire to assess how efficacy, as a theoretical con-
struct, can be conceptualized in a more nuanced manner in view of how active 
youth themselves articulate their experiences of empowerment and lack of confi-
dence in regard to their participation in civic activities.  
 
Method 
In order to realize my research goal, I used an interpretative research design based 
on focus group interviews. Such a research design allows selected young people to 
speak on their own terms about efficacy and their activities (Bryman, 2008). The 
methodological specifics of my research design are discussed below: my sample, 
the procedure of the focus group interviews and subsequent analyses thereof, and 
the reporting of the findings respectively. 
 
Sample 
In the previous section, I mentioned that extant research on efficacy has not focus-
sed on youth specifically, and that it has focussed on offline activities in formal 
politics. I aim to go beyond these limitations in empirical focus by a study based on 
interviews with 52 Dutch young people in 10 focus group sessions conducted in 
the period from December 2008 till February 2009.54 The focus group participants 
were selected on the basis of two main criteria: age and participation. All intervie-
wees were aged between 15 and 25 years, including the ages that are often consid-
ered ‘young’ among policy makers and academics (cf. CivicWeb, 2007; IARD, 
2001); and, they were involved in at least one of the four participation modes called 
‘civic’ by Hirzalla and Van Zoonen (2009), that is, Politics, Activism, Consumption, 
and Sharing.55 The sample, therefore, enables an analysis of efficacy’s role among 
active youth, and not inactive youth. The role of efficacy among the former group 
is, as discussed, specifically relevant in view of how efficacy has been generally 
theorized to date: as a (political) resource of active people. 
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 In addition, an attempt was made to balance the number of males and fe-
males within each focus group session; in the sample as a whole, genders were 
about equally represented (53% is female). Education level also varied within each 
focus group, although highly educated young people were overrepresented in 
some focus groups.56 Further, with the exception of three participants,57 all of the 
interviewees participated voluntarily in initiatives within the Politics, Activism, 
Consumption, and/or Sharing modes. That is, they were not paid for their activi-
ties, nor was their involvement in activities part of a formal educational curricu-
lum. A more specific overview of the focus groups and interviewees can be found 
in appendix 7.1. 
 
Procedure 
The moderator of the focus group sessions used an open interview schedule that 
‘permitted’ the discussions to follow their natural dynamic. Participants were 
mainly asked questions about their views on what they can achieve and what they 
want to achieve with their activities. Participants were thus free to construe feelings 
of efficacy in relation to the goals they pursue. This setup allowed for a broad in-
terpretation of the discussions, and aided in generating insights into the issues that, 
as discussed above, remain neglected in extant research on the role of efficacy in 
civic participation among youth: the relative significance of efficacy, what efficacy 
means more specifically, and its potential situatedness regardless of the political-
ness or civicness of the goals pursued. 
 Each of the focus group sessions lasted one hour or longer, and they were 
audio and video taped and transcribed. Transcriptions were investigated through 
an open coding of transcripts. The variations within different topics of conversa-
tion were analyzed by using a constant comparative method (Boeije, 2002; Seale, 
1999). After an initial coding scheme was set up, transcripts were systematically 
coded with the CAQDAS program MaxQDA, which aided the systematisation of 
the process of constant comparison. Subsequently, discussions about external and 
internal efficacy were singled out for axial coding procedures that focused on cate-
gorization of their internal diversity (Seale, 1999).  
 
Findings 
In what follows, I present ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz, 1973) of how the intervie-
wees articulated feelings of external and internal efficacy in regard to Politics, Ac-
tivism, Consumption and Sharing respectively. The reported findings primarily 
concern interviewees’ articulations in regard to the participation mode in which 
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they were active, but – for completeness’ sake – I also report findings about the in-
stances and ways the interviewees spoke about modes in which they were not ac-
tive. 
 
Politics 
The topic of electoral politics evoked many critical reactions in the focus groups. 
Most interviewees expressed doubts about the trustworthiness of politicians. In the 
excerpt below, for example, two bloggers expressed such doubts in relation to 
Barack Obama’s popularity during and shortly after the US 2008 election cam-
paign.58 
 
Jan:   It scares me a lot to see that Obama is so popular. It’s all based on empty 

words like yes we can and hope. (...) It looks like everybody thinks that this 
man is going to change everything.  

Susan:  Yeah, but this is how it works, they always say things in their election cam-
paigns, but whether they will do it or not... That’s the question. (...) Elections 
are not about contents, but about loose howls. 

Jan:  That’s what scares me, (...) it’s all based on air. 
 
Discussions about politicians’ untrustworthiness indicated a lack of external effi-
cacy among the interviewees towards formal politics. These discussions served oc-
casionally as the discursive frameworks of utterances about voting in particular as 
a futile activity. That is, distrust about politicians’ capacities and ambitions ap-
peared to hamper their feeling that their vote has desired effects. ‘For whom are 
we voting anyway?’, one participant asked rhetorically; ‘they’, another interviewee 
alleged, ‘don’t open the book’; ‘they don’t say what they really think anyway’, dif-
ferent participants said; and many interviewees spoke of a ‘divide’ between politi-
cians and common citizens.  
 Some of this wording is reminiscent of the present discourse of Dutch op-
positional parties and news media that problematizes the integrity of established 
parties and government (cf. Brants & Van Praag, 2005). At first sight, it might thus 
appear that the interviewees who used terms such as ‘divide’ simply copied politi-
cal and media discourse to express a view on formal politics. However, some in-
terviewees seemed to borrow such terms to underscore their own critical thoughts. 
For example, at one point, referring to a decision by the former George W. Bush 
administration, Jan asked how it is possible that ‘they talk about peace and send a 
ship with guns to Israel.’  
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 The external inefficacy and distrust that he expressed was thus articulated via 
a rejection of the policies of Obama’s predecessors. He made it seem irrelevant 
who was in ultimate political charge. Like many others in the focus groups, he ex-
pressed external inefficacy in regard to formal politics as a system that is inherently 
run by untrustworthy people. 
 Exceptions came from the focus groups with youth that were actually active 
in initiatives within the Politics mode, thus the group with youth who participated 
in Obama’s campaign and the group with the Young Socialists. In the former 
group, interviewees said that Obama is ‘special’ and that campaigning for him is 
effective. ‘I had the feeling that something special is going on, and I just wanted to 
be a witness of that’, one of the campaigners said. ‘You know, I know somebody in 
Iraq; I just hope that Obama will stop the suffering there’, another participant said. 
Alternatively, the members of the Young Socialists generally accepted that to ‘not 
open the book’ is, in the words of one of them, ‘part of the game’. With such re-
marks, they articulated approval and understanding of ‘how politics works’.  
 In addition, some of the Young Socialists allied themselves with ‘the politi-
cians’ who were rendered an outgroup (‘they’) in other discussions by speaking 
about Labour politicians in terms of ‘we’. As such, they were keen to stress their of-
ficial position within the Young Socialists, to mention their achievements, and to 
demonstrate their knowledge of ‘their’ Labour Party. Marleen, for example, spoke 
on several occasions explicitly ‘as the secretary of the integration taskforce’; and, 
during the discussion, Dick repeatedly drew party documents out of his briefcase 
to underscore his opinion with official statistics. At the end of the discussion, Mar-
leen and Dick exchanged cards.  
 These discussions thus suggest that these youth gathered self-esteem from 
their involvement in the Young Socialists. How they assumed the cloak of an in-
sider corresponded with their enthusiastic responses to the moderator’s question 
about what ‘they can achieve’. Articulations indicating feelings of external efficacy 
were, however, limited to and entrenched in memories of personal experiences 
with ‘successful’ campaigning activities aimed at the recruitment of new members. 
For example, Dick recalled a ‘pro-Tibet campaign’ that ‘attracted so many new 
members’; and, Stef was eager to note his success in recruiting members by doing 
small talk ‘with everybody, even with low educated people’.  
 In this way, external efficacy was manifested as something that emerged 
from firsthand experience. It was not articulated as a resource that inspired them to 
become politically active. When asked about why they ‘got involved’, the inter-
viewees talked about a ‘feeling’ that urged them ‘to do something’ and an interest 
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in ‘talking about politics’. More than anything, they articulated their motivation as 
a desire for social interaction in which politics is ‘talked’ or ‘done’ as a goal in itself 
– without clear ‘external’ pretentions to change society via politics. This is illus-
trated by the following excerpt, which shows a discussion between two interview-
ees about their initial motivation to join the Young Socialists. 
 
Bill:  It just seemed nice to talk with people about politics, like we are doing now, 

instead of talking about the weather or football. 
Marleen:  Well, that’s true, but I just had a spontaneous feeling, you know, a feeling that 

I want to do this. I wanted to see how it is in real life. 
 
Many interviewees in other groups, however, said about themselves that they are 
not interested in formal politics. They often attributed such lack of interest explic-
itly to how politicians communicate, namely, ‘unclear’, ‘difficult’, ‘boring’, ‘slow’, 
and ‘tedious’. The use of such terms can indicate internal inefficacy in regard to 
understanding political communication.  
 Yet there are some nuances to make in regard to how interviewees used such 
terms. Some of them referred to specific politicians and political developments, 
and thus demonstrated basic knowledge and understanding of political current af-
fairs. Related, particularly the discussions among participants in Youth Environ-
ment Active, Amnesty International, and the Young Socialists were less about the 
difficulty of politicians’ communication (‘unclear’, ‘difficult’), and more about their 
communication style (‘boring’, ‘slow’, ‘tedious’). Clearly, disapproval of communi-
cation style does not necessarily reflect internal inefficacy.  
 Yet, nevertheless, across most groups, being active for a political party was 
generally considered a difficult task. ‘Working hard’, ‘going deep’, and being ‘very 
informed’ and ‘assertive’ were terms used to articulate presumptions about ‘doing 
politics’. Similar terms were used by some political activists. For example, Willem, 
an older member of the Young Socialists who finished a study in Management Sci-
ence, revealed that he ‘doubted for two years’ before he became a member, and 
that he ‘still finds it hard to come forward and speak up’. These expressions indi-
cate that feelings of internal inefficacy (in regard to ‘speaking up’) did obstruct his 
decision to become a member, and that he still experienced this internal inefficacy 
as a problem. In fact, his words were reflected quite precisely by how he partici-
pated in the focus group. Most of the time, he literally leaned backward in his 
chair, and he was among those whose voices were regularly drowned by some 
younger participants who spoke in a peremptory tone as insider experts.  
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 Among the latter group too, however, there were interviewees who, in in-
formal tête-à-têtes after the focus group, said to the moderator that they often feel 
‘dumb’ or ‘uncertain’ in group activities, which were experienced as ‘competitive’. 
Competitiveness also characterized some parts of the focus group with the Young 
Socialists, in which the interviewees regularly confronted each other with ques-
tions about facts and polemical statements. A phrase like ‘I totally disagree with 
that’ was typical for this group. That they performed as experts in the focus group 
does, then, not necessarily indicate that they had no uncertainty feelings whatso-
ever. All in all, it seemed that feelings of internal inefficacy troubled most of them 
from time to time, but that they accepted these feelings in view of their goals or the 
self-esteem they associated with their activities. 
 
Activism 
Participants in the Activism mode generally expressed self-confidence in regard to 
their activities. Internal efficacy was articulated in relation to how they experienced 
their activities (simple) and the context in which these activities were carried out 
(safe). Consider, for instance, how the members of the Foundation for Marken 
Youth discussed their activities. Their activities were oriented towards the Marken 
community, and so were their lives at large. Born and raised in this tiny village, 
one of them said that she is ‘first a Markener, and only after that Dutch’. When an-
other interviewee said that he ‘cannot imagine ever living in another town’, all the 
others nodded their head in consent. Their discussion breathed comfort with the 
experience that, in the words of a third interviewee, ‘everybody knows every-
body’, and that ‘everybody talks with everybody in a free way’. Their discussion 
also indicates that they experienced and valued the Foundation in a similar way. 
Several interviewees said to find their tasks ‘simple’, and all interviewees empha-
sized that the Foundation is a ‘cosy’ place.59 Whatever duty they had, they always 
felt unevaluated, at home, and free. Being active for a political party, they imag-
ined, is a whole other story: ‘going deep’ and being ‘fully informed’ were some of 
the terms used to envisage party activism as something uninviting. 
 
Ruben:  I don’t like politics because it is so deep, and you will need to be fully in-

formed about everything. It is much nicer to work in our initiative. 
Jan:   Yeah, it’s so easy here, we don’t have really hard tasks to do. 
Klaas:  Well, look, there is always something to do, of course, (...) but nobody really 

interferes with your life, you could just walk around. 
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Carla:  People expect so much from you in politics. Here, you could do anything you 
want, and politics is focussed on a specific subject matter, and you will need to 
give your opinion. 

 
Next to feeling at ease at the Foundation for Marken Youth, the participants also 
expressed a clear presence of external efficacy feelings in regard to ‘what they 
mean’ for the Marken community. Ruben, for example, commemorated events that 
made ‘all those people so happy’, and that it made him ‘so happy too’ to realise 
that he had a share in ‘making it happening’. When asked if ‘voting and working 
for a political party is also meaningful’, they, like most other social activists in my 
sample, were outright sceptical. Ruben said that he ‘really can make a difference’ 
in his work for the Foundation; ‘here, you can really see your contribution.’ Maria, 
also a participant in the Foundation, suggested that participation in formal politics 
might only be influential during elections (‘maybe each four years’); the remainder 
of the time, Maria said, politics ‘seems to get out of your hands.’  
 While members of the Foundation for Marken Youth mainly articulated ex-
ternal efficacy in regard to organizing events that were valued by the local com-
munity, Amnesty International members mainly articulated feelings of external ef-
ficacy in regard to writing letters for the release of prisoners they deemed innocent. 
In the excerpt below, Sharelle said that ‘you can’t imagine’ the impact of letter writ-
ing as a conviction one is disposed to have without firsthand experience; later in 
the excerpt, she refers to this impact as something that she has actually witnessed 
(‘we see (…)’). 
 
Sharelle:  You can’t imagine it, but it really does have influence. 
Saïda:  Yeah, if you write a letter with a thousand signatures, then people think that 

there is really something going on. 
Sam:  If the guard of a jail receives our letter, well, that just scares him. 
Sharelle:  And even though he will not be released, we see that he suddenly is allowed 

to speak with his lawyer, to receive family, to see a doctor, those kinds of 
things, so it really helps. 

 
Further, discussions across all focus groups also indicate that feelings of external 
efficacy were curtailed by experiences of disappointment. When asked what they 
‘cannot achieve’, the social activists generally expressed themselves in terms of 
campaigns failed due to lack of interest among the wider public. Some of the Am-
nesty International interviewees, for example, described how people reacted dis-
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missively towards signature campaigns. One of them said that ‘on 10 December, 
the International Day of Human Rights, I was standing there on Nieuwmarkt 
[which is a square in Amsterdam] in the rain, in the cold (…), but everybody really 
dissed me. I had collected only four signatures.’ 
 Lastly, experiences of collectivity were also articulated as contextually rele-
vant to external efficacy. This was specifically the case in the discussions among 
social activists. For example, Lara (participating in Youth Environment Active) 
talked about an experience of a demonstration in Amsterdam against Israel’s ‘Cast 
Lead’ operation in December 2008 and January 2009. Lara expressed her feeling of 
empowerment consistently in terms of ‘everybody’, ‘us’, and ‘we’. That she was 
among others thus seemed to entrench the impact that she attributed to the dem-
onstration. Empowered as such, she claimed a position on the moral high ground – 
above ‘the politicians’ and other people. 
 
Lara:   It was very cold, and I felt numb (…), but I really liked the feeling I had during 

that demonstration. Everybody was shouting so hard, and everybody was just 
standing there, and I thought: fuck, you know, nobody will mess with us, we 
are the citizens, we can determine what the politicians must do. People think 
so often that they can’t do anything, but that’s not true. That’s what I really 
disliked, because we were walking and we saw these people just doing some 
lazy shopping and thinking oh Jesus look at those idiots. 

 
Collectivity was also appreciated for its ‘coziness’.60 To ‘hang out with the others’, 
one Amnesty International member said, ‘to go to a bar or something, just for the 
coziness, of course, that’s just part of the deal.’ Taken literarily, such a comment 
suggests that achieving political or societal goals may be ‘just another part of the 
deal’, perhaps evenly or even less important than the coziness part. In fact, going 
to a bar after a meeting was standard routine for most interviewees. In addition, 
some of the interviewees were quite explicit about the limitedness of their goals. 
For example, Hanna, who was active for Amnesty International, said that her fa-
ther is ‘quite skeptical’ about the ‘effects’ of her activities, but that effects were ‘not 
a big deal’ to her in the first place.   
 
Consumption 
I did not recruit youth from institutionalized initiatives aimed at political con-
sumption, but most interviewees were familiar with the nature and goals of fair 
trade products, products with recycled packaging, and environment-friendly 
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products, and some of them regularly bought such products. Most of the intervie-
wees described buying such products as the right thing to do when their budget al-
lows it and when the goods are readily available, as illustrated in the next fragment 
of a discussion among Amnesty International members. 
 
Sander:  In the supermarket, you do have fair trade rice and mie and stuff, and I try to 

buy that, but I won’t go on my bike and take a detour of ten kilometres just to 
buy something fair trade if I could just buy the same thing at another super-
market, if you know what I mean. 

Brenda:  And it is simply very expensive. You could borrow money from the IB-Groep 
just to buy fair trade products [laughter]. Well, if that’s possible. The other day 
there was a fair trade week, and at that time all the fair trade products were 
sold at a discount, and then you buy everything, but normally it costs so much 
money. Perhaps, if you have a salary, then you can buy it more. 

 
With his statement about ‘taking a detour of ten kilometres’, Sander implied that 
fair trade goods are not sufficiently available in supermarkets. In addition, by us-
ing the term ‘same product’, he emphasized the significance of products in terms 
of the purpose they have for him personally; by using the term ‘just’ (‘to buy some-
thing fair trade’), it appeared that he was not impressed by the social or political 
impact of fair trade products. Alternatively, Brenda joked about the possibility of 
borrowing money from the IB-Groep (which is the Dutch agency that supports 
pupils and students financially by a monthly donation and, optionally, an addi-
tional loan) to buy fair trade products, which she said to find ‘very expensive’. 
 The example above illustrates how the perceived costs and availability of fair 
trade and other social or political goods seemed to reduce a sense of internal effi-
cacy among the interviewees. There was little variation in how the interviewees 
talked about these issues. Exceptions came from the discussion among members of 
Youth Environment Active. They were particularly indignant at financial objec-
tions to political consumption. In principal, it is tempting to understand the impor-
tance of financial costs to the interviewees in light of their financial situation. Few 
of them had a full-time job. Most of them were pupils in secondary school or stu-
dents with small jobs on the side and limited budgets available. Yet interviewees of 
Youth Active Environment waved such limitations aside, and suggested that there 
is a more fundamental ‘cultural problem’ underlying the prominence of financial 
considerations for ‘most people’, namely, that ‘most people’ are socialized into 
‘buying the cheapest thing available’. 
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Petra:  Most people are taught that they should buy the cheapest things, because in 
the past we didn’t have any options, nobody had money. So it’s really just in 
our head. 

Lara:   Yeah, the cheapest is the best. As much as possible for as little money as possi-
ble. 

 
Petra and Lara appeared to refer to a supposedly Dutch culture of thrift that is 
generally believed to be rooted in the country’s Calvinist history and the period of 
reconstruction after World War II (cf. Schutte, 2008). At first sight, it might appear 
paradoxal that, of all people, the environmentalists complained about frugality. 
Yet when asked why frugality is a problem, the interviewees shared memories 
about struggles with their parents that partly clarified the ostensible paradox. 
Petra, for instance, called her parents ‘Calvinists’ who insisted on ‘shutting doors’, 
‘washing clothes on low temperatures’, and ‘turning off lights’ ‘just to save 
money’, and not for environmental reasons. She said she refused to do so ‘just to 
spite them’, turning her early adolescent years into ‘a fucking hell’.61  
 Furthermore, their positive attitudes towards political consumption seemed 
to be embedded in beliefs that it helps to save flora and fauna, and to improve so-
cial and economic inequalities. In the discussion, they specifically focused on the 
‘meat industry’, and how people can stop this ‘junk’ by becoming vegetarian 
(which they all were) or by buying ‘biological meat’. Although most other inter-
viewees did not articulate such feelings of external efficacy in regard to political 
consumption, they did say that they find it a just activity, and that doing it gives a 
‘good feeling’, as illustrated by the next excerpt that shows a discussion between 
Obama campaigners. 
 
Jos:   Well, it’s about my own feeling, to be honest. If I buy fair trade rice, then, you 

know, I would know that it really does not help a lot. I think it’s really not a 
big deal, but, well, I really do it for my own feelings, you know. I feel good 
when I buy it.  

Sander:  And at the Albert Heijn they see that so many people buy fair trade goods, so 
that’s why they put it in their shelves. 

Sarah:  Yeah, and then they think, let’s make this and that fair trade too. Look, manag-
ers just want to see money, they really don’t care about what happens in Asia. 

 
Thus, positive attitudes towards political consumption were widespread among 
the interviewees, and they were most often based on emotional and moral reasons, 
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and less often based on a belief that it helps to achieve societal, political, or envi-
ronmental goals.  
 The excerpt above also illustrates how some interviewees did not speak 
about ‘good feelings’, but expressed critical views about the producers and dis-
tributors of fair trade goods (see Sander and Sarah). Here, the sale of fair trade 
products by a large Dutch supermarket chain (Albert Heijn) is depicted as a com-
mercial choice, and not as a social or political one. This suspicion might supple-
ment or underlie a belief that political consumption ‘does not help a lot’. 
 
Sharing 
I assessed the role of efficacy in blogging and consultative chatting as activities 
within the mode of Sharing. Most of the interviewees only used the internet for e-
mailing, chatting with friends on MSN Messenger, news reading, and ‘looking 
things up for school’. None of them expressed internal inefficacy in regard to using 
the internet in these ways. They used terms as ‘quick’ and ‘easy’ to describe their 
internet use. The interviewees who had a more extensive agenda online also felt 
confident about their use of the internet. Those who participated in the consulta-
tion platform Share in Trust used a standardized software programme to do their 
activities; and, the bloggers in my sample were familiar with uploading their writ-
ings via a CMS programme that replaces internet language by a user-friendly inter-
face.  
 In short, ‘internet (self-)efficacy’, as confidence in using the internet is often 
called (e.g., Cheong, 2007), generally appeared to be a matter of course to the inter-
viewees in regard to the online activities they generally conduct. However, beyond 
internet efficacy, most of the participants in Share in Trust described their activities 
in terms of ‘difficult’ and ‘demanding’. These activities consisted of chatting with 
youth who were struggling with problems ranging from pangs of love to rape and 
family break-ups. That these interviewees found it difficult to discuss such issues 
can hardly come as a surprise: they were not professionals in counselling, but ama-
teurs who volunteered to have ‘youth-to-youth’ chat sessions. Thus, here, it was 
the nature of the activities carried out combined with the interviewees’ back-
ground that seemed to reduce their feelings of internal efficacy. 
 The fact that these interviewees also used terms such as ‘interesting’ and 
‘nice’ to describe their activities might, in part at least, be ascribed to how they 
generally experienced the environment in which they met their uncertain chal-
lenges. All of these interviewees described this environment in terms of ‘cosy’, 
‘nice’ and ‘friendly’. In addition, they had a supervisor who guided them through 
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their activities. It thus appeared that feelings of internal inefficacy were bearable to 
these interviewees in a context experienced as safe and comfortable. 
 Internal efficacy was limited for whole other reasons among bloggers. In the 
discussion with interviewees participating in Young in the City, being ‘alert on 
what happens in your life’ was considered a must for any blogger to fulfil his or 
her hardest task: finding a topic to write about. This was the only task that 
emerged as a ‘problem’ in discussions about blogging. As the excerpt below illus-
trates, the difficulty of finding a topic was, on several occasions, ascribed to a lack 
of time. School in particular was suggested to limit the time needed to write and 
find a topic. 
 
Thijs:  For me, it’s becoming a real struggle. (…) I’m really in some kind of a depres-

sion. 
Moderator: What is a struggle?  
Thijs:   To find a new topic again and again. I’ll have to really sit down and think: 

what did I experience this week, and can I write about it? And, well, after half 
a year of writing, it’s just becoming increasingly difficult for me. That scares 
me a lot.  

Linda:  Yeah, I have the same, but that’s also because I was busy with school, and 
normally you will think about it, but you really need time for it. 

 
Apparently, bloggers who found finding a topic difficult were not structurally mo-
tivated by personal, social, or political issues. When asked about why they blog 
and what ‘makes a good blogger’, some of the interviewees suggested that ‘love 
for writing’ is a basic character trait one must possess. In this way, writing was 
constructed as a goal in and of itself. Others saw ‘provocation’ as the major goal of 
blogging, because provocation, it was thought, can make a blog ‘popular’. In re-
gard to what a blog definitely should be about if it is to receive popular attention, 
they agreed that the subject should be sex, and ‘not politics’. Asked whom they 
wanted to provoke, the interviewees talked about how ‘fun’ it was to receive reac-
tions from friends and family. One of the bloggers said that he thinks about his 
mother when he writes, and about ‘two women who look like her’. 
 In view of their goals, the interviewees, without exception, responded sur-
prised, dismissive or not at all when the moderator mentioned terms as ‘civic’ or 
‘political’ in relation to their blogs. ‘I don’t care – at all – about society and politics’, 
one interviewee said most unequivocally. Blogging was often constructed as a lo-
cal exercise with low prominence. ‘Blogging has become a thirteen in a dozen 
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thing’, in the words of one blogger. In the excerpt below, Ben says that his blogging 
is not born out of social interest, and that he feels that his blog is like a ‘needle in a 
huge haystack with many more needles’, indicating that, in his view, the sheer 
number of bloggers minimizes the prominence of an individual blogger. Daan 
‘honestly admits’ that he would never read a blog if he ‘would not be involved in a 
way’ (meaning: personally knowing the blogger). Note that he lambasted ‘other 
bloggers’ for ‘thinking to be so important or smart’. 
 
Ben:  It’s not that I write because I’m so interested in society. I think that you, as a 

blogger, are just a needle in a huge haystack with many more needles. There 
are so many bloggers. You are not so important. 

Daan:  I honestly admit that I would never read blogs if I wouldn’t be involved in a 
way. I simply don’t think it’s so important what others have to say. I ask my-
self about other bloggers, well, do these people really think they are so impor-
tant or smart? 

 
In this way, the interviewees expressed external inefficacy in regard to the social or 
political impact of blogging. However, this was not discussed as a problem. To put 
it bluntly: the discussions suggest that most of them did not care about social or 
political impact. External efficacy seemed irrelevant altogether to those who said to 
blog for the love of writing. With remarks such as ‘I write for myself’, achieving ex-
ternal goals was simply rendered irrelevant.  
 Alternatively, the interviewees of Share in Trust defined their goal in terms of 
‘helping youth’. They not only expressed doubts about their abilities to do their ac-
tivities, but also reservations about the extent to which youth let themselves be 
helped. Expressions as ‘they are not open’, ‘some don’t want to talk once online’, 
and ‘some only want to talk in real life’ were used to describe a lack of responsive-
ness among the youth they tried to help. Although these feelings of external ineffi-
cacy were articulated as a problem (‘it’s so frustrating (…)’; ‘it’s such a pity (…)’), 
different interviewees appeared to find moral reward in the mere effort to help 
people. ‘I could also hang out in the pub drinking beer, but I wanted to do some-
thing like this’, one interviewee said. Also, as discussed above, these interviewees 
conducted activities in a professionally supervised environment generally expe-
rienced as safe and comfortable. In this context, it was apparently possible for them 
to experience that doing their best suffices, and to find it acceptable to have 
troubles with realizing goals acknowledged as difficult. 
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Discussion 
In this chapter, I set out to assess youth’s articulations of feelings of external and 
internal efficacy in regard to a wide range of activities deemed ‘civic’ in current li-
terature. I reported my findings about the instances and ways the interviewees 
spoke about participation modes in which they were not active, but my core find-
ings concern the interviewees’ articulations in regard to the activities with which 
they were actually involved. The latter findings yield insight in two main issues: 
how the interviewees mainly (but not necessarily62) discussed the presence and ab-
sence of efficacy in the context of their experiences, and how they articulated the 
significance of efficacy in the context of their goals. Experiences and goals thus 
served as two dominant contextual frameworks in my interviewees’ discussions 
about efficacy in relation to their activities. 
 The diversity in articulations illustrated in the previous sections leads to a 
number of conclusions about efficacy within the experiences framework. First, inter-
nal inefficacy was mainly articulated in relation to competitiveness (by Young So-
cialists), practical limitations such as financial costs (in regard to Consumption), 
and the difficulty of tasks (by participants in Share in Trust and Young in the City). 
Second, internal efficacy was expressed in terms of the ease of tasks (by partici-
pants in the Foundation for Marken Youth), and in regard to environments that 
were experienced as safe and cozy and in which it was normalized to feel incom-
petent (by participants in the Foundation for Marken Youth and Share in Trust). 
Third, external efficacy and inefficacy were mainly articulated in terms of expe-
riences of campaign successes and disappointments respectively by participants 
active in initiatives within the Politics and Activism modes. Further, participants in 
the Activism mode also used experiences of collectivity to express feelings of ex-
ternal efficacy. 
 The results concerning the goals framework can be summarized in the form of 
the following main conclusions. First, pursuing prestige and esteem, some inter-
viewees (especially Young Socialists) expressed goals that favored perseverance 
over the comfort of feeling internally efficacious. The significance of external effica-
cy to my interviewees was also not always evident. Feelings of external efficacy 
were sometimes articulated in stories about the achievement of external goals, such 
as getting prisoners deemed innocent out of prisons (Amnesty International), 
stopping the meat industry (Youth Environment Active), recruiting new suppor-
ters (Young Socialists and Obama campaigners), and making the local community 
happy (Foundation for Marken Youth). However, these were not the only stories 
that were told by the interviewees. Participants also articulated coziness (especially 
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participants in initiatives within the Activism mode), personal moral and emotion-
al reasons (especially participants active in the Consumption mode), love for writ-
ing (bloggers), and talking politics (Young Socialists) as motivations that were un-
related to bringing about social or political change. Some participants articulated 
such motivations in combination with empowerment feelings in regard to achiev-
ing external goals (particularly participants in the Politics and Activism modes); 
other participants only mentioned goals that were unrelated to bringing about so-
cial or political goals (particularly participants in the Consumption and Sharing 
modes). 
 In all these ways, articulations about efficacy in relation to civic participation 
varied among my participants within and between the different focus groups. 
These differences corresponded to a certain extent with differences between the 
participation modes (more specifically: activities), as participants active in one 
mode were typically involved with other tasks, issues, and challenges than partici-
pants in other modes, as discussed extensively in the previous sections. Yet on a 
more general and fundamental level, participants’ experiences and goals func-
tioned quite uniformly in regard to efficacy’s articulated presence and significance: 
participants often expressed their feelings of empowerment in relation to their ex-
periences, and they articulated the significance of efficacy in the context of their 
goals. The variations in these articulations, as discussed above, yield three interre-
lated implications in particular for research on the role of efficacy in civic participa-
tion.  
 The first implication concerns the stability of efficacy. In the previous sec-
tions, I demonstrated how some of the participants discussed what they could 
achieve with their activities in reference to personal experiences with successful 
and disappointing activities. External and internal efficacy, therefore, appeared to 
function as relatively pliable ‘states’ of mind that depend at least partly63 on a va-
riety of firsthand experiences.64 Efficacy is usually approached as a pliable state (ra-
ther than a stable ‘trait’) in psychological research (e.g., Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1993), 
but this has not resulted in theoretical frameworks that are used in research about 
efficacy as a pliable state in political behavior (Valentino et al., 2007). I hope that 
the experiences framework introduced in this chapter can help fill this gap. This 
framework can be used and developed further to assess efficacy more specifically 
in relation to which efficacy-related circumstances are important to people, and 
how people evaluate these circumstances. How efficacy feelings are influenced by 
such experiences in relation to other, more deeply rooted factors, is also a question 
for future research. 
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 A second implication concerns the extent to which internal and external polit-
ical efficacy can ‘predict’ civic participation. Among the interviewees, feelings of 
internal and external political efficacy were not necessarily articulated as a reason 
for or condition of their participation. Furthermore, different interviewees in the 
focus groups expressed no interest in achieving external political goals. Hence, a 
political kind of efficacy, one that aids the achievement of political goals, seemed 
rather irrelevant to some of my interviewees. Yet how efficacy relates to the diver-
sities in the goals that youth pursue is hardly scrutinized in the literature. Much 
political science research is designed within a democratic paradigm in which the 
nature of certain activities (‘civic’ or ‘political’) is implicitly or explicitly conflated 
with the nature of people’s goals (also ‘civic’ or ‘political’). To achieve a more 
nuanced and specific understanding of efficacy, I suggest that it will be helpful to 
think outside this democratic box in which people are assumed to be ‘good’ or 
even ‘heroic’ citizens (Murphy, 2003; Schudson, 1998, 2006). That is, analyses must 
be based more on how people themselves conceptualize which specific kinds of ef-
ficacy they need and do not need for the specific goals they pursue with the activi-
ties they conduct. Analyzing efficacy with ‘added contextual specificity’, in the 
words of McFarland and Hamilton (2006), in relation to which activity conducted 
and which goal pursued provides input, I argue, potentially useful for a more 
specific and naunced understanding of how efficacy works in (young) people’s 
civic participation. 
 A third issue concerns the question as to whether differential efficacy senses 
can explain youth’s orientation at non-electoral activities. Sloam (2007, p. 553) sug-
gests that ‘one could even argue that better-educated and more politically compe-
tent cohorts of young people have increasingly turned their attention to a wide 
range of activities seen as more effective than merely expressing one’s view in the 
ballot box.’ My findings indicate, as discussed above, that efficacy is indeed hard to 
generalize towards different kinds of activities. Yet Sloam’s remark about youth’s 
changing orientation due to differential external efficacy feelings might be prompt-
ed too much by democratic box thinking, and based too little on the goals that are 
actually pursued by youth. As said, my interviewees, particularly those who were 
active in blogging and political consumption, did not always articulate desires to 
achieve societal or political goals. My results, therefore, suggest caution when con-
sidering external efficacy as an explanation for youth’s interest in activities outside 
the realm of formal politics. However, although I focused on a wide range of activ-
ities, my analyses did not cover all possible activities, such as uninstitutionalized 
activities in the Activism mode. Again, more studies are needed before more spe-
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cific and comprehensive conclusions can be drawn about the difference that effica-
cy can make. 
 
Notes 
                                                           
52  These modes were based on a theoretical discussion of differences between activities in 

terms of repertoire (oriented at one issue or a political party), agency (located within or 
outside traditional forms of organizations) and costs (in regard to adjustments and na-
ture of required investments), and they were validated empirically through confirmato-
ry factor analysis (Hirzalla & Van Zoonen, 2009; see also: Norris, 2003a). 

53  Assessing efficacy as a pliable ‘state’ is common in psychological research. See for a dis-
cussion: Valentino et al. (2007). See also the discussion section of this chapter. 

54  The focus groups were carried out in the framework of a larger, EU-funded research 
project called CivicWeb on youth’s civic participation throughout Europe. See 
http://www.civicweb.eu (25 March 2009). 

55   Most of the modes distinguished by Hirzalla and Van Zoonen (2009) are composed of 
online and offline activities. Following Hirzalla and Van Zoonen, my analyses here are 
not guided by a rigid distinction between online and offline participation. Instead, my 
open interview method enabled participants to conceptualize means of online and of-
fline participation in their own way (see below). 

56  These were the groups with participants in the Dutch youth department of Amnesty In-
ternational, Young Socialists, and Youth Environment Active (see appendix 7.1). 

57  These participants were active in the youth platform called Share in Trust (see appendix 
7.1). 

58  My interviewees used two (at the time) topical issues in particular to illustrate and un-
derscore their views: Obama’s election in November 2008, and Israel’s operation ‘Cast 
Lead’ in December 2008 and January 2009. 

59  The more specific term the interviewees used was ‘gezellig’. This Dutch term has no 
proper English equivalent. It identifies a combination of closeness, comfort, fun and 
sharing, which can apply to all kinds of social situations. 

60  See footnote 59.  
61  Petra used these exact English words. The language spoken in the focus groups was 

Dutch, but certain English terms and expressions (such as ‘fucking hell’, ‘relaxed’, ‘chill’ 
and ‘no way’) are popularized and have become neologisms among Dutch youth in 
particular. 

62  For instance, as discussed in the previous sections, many interviewees expressed feel-
ings of external inefficacy in regard to formal politics (voting in particular) and political 
consumption. These expressions were generally not produced in relation to personal 
experiences. 

63  See footnote 62. 
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64  Note that this conclusion is not established through longitudinal measures (which is 

typical for survey-based studies), but based on how the interviewees conceptualized 
their views and experiences. 




