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Young people’s attitudes to Europe
Michelynn Laflèche
As a result of the signing of the Maastricht Treaty in 1992
leading to the formation of the European Union as we know it
today, European issues and the activities of the European
Commission play an increasingly important role in our
everyday lives. With the introduction of the idea of European
citizenship, the Commission hoped to bring Europe closer to
the people. A driving idea behind the formalisation of
citizenship was the desire to unite the people of Europe and
forge a shared European identity.

When considering issues of citizenship and identity there is
a tendency to forget about the views of our young people. We
need to understand the youth perspective in order to develop
education and information provision that will take advantage
of the opportunity for creating a sense of belonging and
acceptance for all people in Member States that an integrated
Europe might offer.

Throughout the 1990s, a great deal of youth research has
been undertaken in the UK and other Member States.
However, our preliminary investigations showed there was a
notable lack of research on youth in relation to Europe in
general, and an even greater information void relating to black
and ethnic minority youth with this focus.

The research we present in our report, Young People in the
UK: Attitudes and Opinions on Europe, Europeans and the
European Union, offers a first step towards redressing the lack
of information on black and ethnic minority youth in the UK
in relation to European issues. It provides general indicators of
youth attitudes and looks at youth identity. It also highlights
the key areas of education and information provision and
suggests areas for improvement and future work.

Overall, the survey revealed a lack of enthusiasm towards
the concept of Europe on the part of youth in the UK. Very
few young people think of themselves as European and
equally few find anything about Europe that manages to stir
their emotions. UK youth are not greatly interested in what is
going on at this level and fail to see the relevance of European
issues to their lives.

National identity
The majority of youth participating in the survey identified
their nationality as ‘British’ and this finding was valid across
all ethnic groups. In terms of ethnic origin black and ethnic
minority youth favoured ‘Black British’ and ‘Asian British’ as
personal descriptors over standard census categories.

What is the EU?
The most striking result of this survey was the general lack of
knowledge about the European Union. Over 60 per cent of
young people said they did not know much about the
European Union. The figures are more informative when
broken down. South Asian youth were significantly more
likely to say that they did know about the European Union
with over half stating this, compared to only 36 per cent of
white youth and 30 per cent of black youth.

Is Britain part of Europe?
69 per cent of young people said they thought of Britain as
being part of Europe. Further analysis reveals that youth seem
to see Britain as part of Europe in a geographical sense rather
than a social, cultural or economic sense.

British and European?
When asked if they thought of British people as Europeans, 
60 per cent of youth thought this to be the case. However, in
contrast, 61 per cent said they never or rarely identified
themselves as European. South Asian youth were more
reluctant than black and white young people to identify
themselves as European, as were young men compared with
young women.

Impact of European decision-making
Generally, youth did not express interest in European issues
and did not believe that decisions made at European level
affected them. 77 per cent of young people said that they do
not think that people their age are interested in Europe and
nationality issues, but young women across all groups were
more likely to have a positive view towards this than young
men. Given this clear lack of interest in European matters, it is
not surprising that a large proportion of the young people
surveyed said that they are not aware of the effect of
legislation and decisions made at European level on their lives
with a comparable number indicating that they were not well
enough informed to even comment on this issue.

Information sources on Europe
Youth felt that the information on European matters from
school, the government, TV and radio and the press, was
inadequate and in some cases misleading. In the case of
schools, close to half of the respondents, and over half of the
respondents in the case of Government, felt that these sources
provided too little information or too much misleading
information, while only just over 17 per cent in both cases felt
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that the information provision was adequate. Strikingly, young
people felt that information provision via the press was more
misleading than from any other source, with almost one-
quarter stating this, compared to 19 per cent who thought the
same about TV and Radio, 15.2 per cent about Government
and only 8 per cent for schools.

The survey data suggests that there is a link between lack
of interest and awareness and the provision of information
from schools, government and the media, and points out some
areas that would benefit from further research and the
particular attention of educationalists.

• The apparent lack of knowledge of young people about
European issues overall is worrisome given the growing
importance of European activities and issues in our
everyday lives. The data point to a need for more directed
provision of education in relation to what the European
Union is, how it operates and how decisions at that level
affect people in the UK.

• The findings also suggest a correlation between young
people’s lack of interest in European matters and the
quantity and quality of information they feel they are
getting from public sources. Young people don’t believe
that they are receiving enough targeted information about
European decision-making from schools, government, or
the media. And this lack of information seems to be
having a prejudicial effect on their views and perspective.

• Young people also feel strongly that information gleaned
from the media is misleading compared to the other
sources examined. Some attention in this area is required.

� Michelynn Laflèche is Deputy Chief Executive,
Research and Policy, at The Runnymede Trust.

The full report may be obtained from: The Runnymede
Trust, 133 Aldersgate Street, London EC1A 4JA.

‘Active citizenship’ in the EU
Horace Lashley
Social exclusion and inclusion have become issues of some
major significance recently and have emerged as a part of the
wider debate on the concept of viewing citizens as
stakeholders of the society to which they belong. Hardy
(1985) therefore argues, ‘a community belongs to no-one,
instead one belongs to a community.’ He further installs a
componential characteristic to those belonging to that
community by suggesting that, ‘people have different interests
in regard to the community and play different roles within it
but no-one is owned by anyone else.’ This consumerisation of
the concept of citizenship embodies the perception of active
citizenship which advocates the acquisition and possession of
‘the skills and confidence to contribute as fully as possible to
maintain prosperity and improving the broader quality of life.’
(European Commission 1998).

In this paper I look briefly at how the European Union has
embarked on a number of Project initiatives to highlight the
need for the development of an active citizenship concept in
the States of the European Union. Education and training were
seen as the principal medium for transmitting the principles of
active citizenry within a life-long learning framework.
Appropriately equality and social justice were seen as the
underpinning ethic.

The paper takes a critical stance in its analysis of the
Report of the Projects’ operations, Education and Active
Citizenship in the European Union (1998). It also raises issues
on the debate about social exclusion of ethnic minorities in
Europe to a level of greater prominence than that accorded to
it by the Report. 

Within conventional views on citizenship the nation-state
has been the prime unit of consistency where commonality of
culture and language have to some extent prevailed. Marshall
(1963) suggests that there have been three stages in the
struggle for and attainment of citizenship: civil, political, and
social stages. In a democratic setting this has provided the
basis of the rights of the individual to participate fully in
his/her society.

The colonialist endeavour by European societies and
countries in the earlier part of this century had established
extensions of their nation-state and cultures to the other parts
of the world where they settled. The post-World War Two
decolonialisation process consequently left ‘effigies’ of those
States very often with a ‘mother country’ concept amongst
many of the normal residents. As a consequence of the post-
war economic boom in Europe many of the ‘colonial citizens’
migrated to the ‘mother countries’ in Europe. This resulted in
countries such as Holland, England and France in particular
having significant numbers of ‘immigrants’ from their former
colonial territories. Other European countries such as Italy and
Germany have also inherited significant numbers of Third
World immigrants over the last forty-five years or more. In the
process these ‘immigrants’ have established enclaves of Third
World ‘banlieues’ in cities and sub-urban areas across Europe.

It is not surprising that Osler and Starkey (1999)
commenced their report on European Citizenship Action
Programmes with the following comment:

Nevertheless, the inhabitants of Europe, living in their
realities sometimes based in poverty and unemployment,
and subject to racism, inadequate housing and high levels
of crime, may not recognise that the European project is, in
its intention, inclusive, since an inclusive society is far
removed from their actual experience.

For ethnic minority groups, especially those who are visibly
non-white, their concern is that if within the nation-state
situation their exclusion is quite explicit, how much more so
will it be in the transnational situation of the European
Community? However, to use educational programmes in
order to raise consciousness of inclusive citizenship might
very well be a means of highlighting the disadvantages and
social exclusion they experience. The evidence of the EC
Report, and that which continues to be available when Black
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British, or French, or German or Dutch young people travel
across borders, do not seem to indicate that any real
seriousness has been given to this issue. The xenophobic and
racist experiences of Black Europeans have not been used nor
become ‘micro-fora for the practice of active citizenship’
education programmes sufficiently and effectively.

At a national, local State level the British Right has
repeatedly claimed that our participation in Europe only
provides another unnecessary tier of government. They also
claim that our democratically elected government is being
undermined and that we are giving away substantial parts of
our rights to Brussels. The European Community on the other
hand is arguing that:

Turning a Europe of Knowledge into reality includes
promoting a broader idea of citizenship, which can
strengthen the meaning and belonging to a shared social
and cultural community. (European Commission 1998)

The people of Britain have taken the democratic decision to
become a Member State of the European Union. As such we
need to play an active role in creating a transnational
European citizenship that caters for a holistic British citizenry
that is multicultural as well as multiracial. Hence we need to
be able to encourage education and training projects which
mean, according to the Report, ‘that learning to live positively
with difference and diversity is becoming a core dimension of
the practice of citizenship in Europe.’ 

What therefore are the areas conceptualised as active
citizenship in a European Union context? The European
Union citizenry is still at an early stage of development in
legal and political terms and these formulations ought to be
easily fitted into a framework of application and
reinforcement through a system of education and training.
However, the Report states that ‘active citizenship comprises
much more than the exercise of rights to freedom of
movement across the Community, to Consular representation
abroad, to vote in countries other than in one’s own and to
make appeals and petitions to arbitrators.’ Active citizenship
more particularly encompasses a variety of proactive
initiatives. The Report suggests that these include the
following activities and initiatives: 

• being empowered to handle the practice of democratic
culture

• feeling that one has a stake in getting involved in the
community in which one lives

• the extent to which one feels, individually or as a group, a
sense of attachment to the society and community in
which one lives

• the extent of the availability of information and
knowledge upon which the individual can take action

• having the confidence and being able to take positive
action of some liberating kind.

Active citizenship is therefore based on a ‘proactive format of
information, knowledge, skills and qualities’. Consequently
the active citizen has to be equipped with this four-fold

format. ‘This in essence is the justification of the pedagogic
approach to citizenship.’

A number of EC action programmes in recent years have
taken the initiative to set up projects on active citizenship.
They have included Socrates, Youth for Europe, The European
Voluntary Service and Leonardo. The projects set up by these
Programmes have covered a wide range of education and
training strategies. They have also been aimed at a wide range
of age and social groups encompassing gender, disability and
ethnicity and covering a significant part of Europe, both
member and non-member countries.

In its report, the Commission argues that, ‘community
education, training and youth programmes can support
individuals and groups to exercise citizenship by providing
opportunities to gain and practise technical and social skills
for professional and civic life.’ It was therefore suggested that,
‘youth work, adult education and the continuing training
sector’ were best placed to be used as agents for undertaking
projects in active citizenship training and education. It was
emphasised that the lifelong learning concept best fits the
transmission of active citizenship learning since the process is
a lifelong one, from child to maturity. It was also suggested
that projects in this area should be learner centred and the
teacher’s role should become ‘one of accompaniment,
facilitation, mentoring, support and guidance.’

The Report emphasises the fact that ‘interculturality and
transnationality are normal features of European life’ and it
predicts that in the future this will be even more evident both
through travel and the development of the Information
Society. This is therefore seen as a challenge to Europe and to
the education of future Europeans. This situation provides
Europe with two dilemmas. Firstly, ‘the mission is to muster
the people of Europe to take on one of the greatest challenges
of all time in together constructing democratically a peaceful
and integrated Europe.’ I suggest that, secondly, Europe has to
learn to live with the consequences of its imperialist past and
view the presence of ‘Black Europeans’ as a challenge and not
a burden. 

� Horace Lashley is Lecturer in Community Studies at
Reading University.
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