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Writing about popular phenomena in social science is important, but it can be 
a tricky issue for an author. On the one hand it is often difficult to offer a new, 
innovative perspective, which would contribute to the existing body of knowledge, 
while taking into account relevant standpoints, theories, approaches and 
interpretations, and all that under the close scrutiny of fellow academics. Authors who 
write about contemporary buzz topics are applauded yet closely monitored by the 
public. Maria T. Grasso has certainly avoided these traps with her book Generations, 
Political participation and Social Change in Western Europe and, despite the 
proliferation of papers on the same topic, has written a remarkable, comprehensive 
and intelligible analysis of one of the most important aspects of youth studies – 
political participation. Even though the topic of youth participation has been 
examined from various points of view, with this book Grasso managed to find a niche 
within political participation studies that needed to be filled, and she has brought new 
relevant insights into it. 

The study of political participation is one of the most propulsive topics in 
contemporary political science. Scholars are conceptualizing it, measuring it, 
comparing it, defining it and operationalizing it, all in order to understand its 
relevance for democracy and consequently for society as a whole. Political 
participation studies are so omnipresent and multifaceted that, as Van Deth (2001) 
claims, they have become ‘the study of everything’. The same goes for youth political 
participation. Modern-day European youth policy, summarized as the EU Youth 
Strategy, devotes considerable attention to the development of active citizens as one 
way to decrease the democratic deficit the EU is faced with. However, the idea of 
youth participation goes beyond EU policies, because as scholars believe, it has a 
beneficial role in empowering young people and creating an enabling environment for 
their active role in society and polity. Political participation of young people is not 
only a policy measure, but is also a pedagogical tool for youth development, thus it 
should be seen as that, too. Numerous texts written by political scientists, sociologists 
and policy experts on this matter distinguish political from social participation, talk 
about the role of education, gender, resident status or social class in determining the 
level of participation, or explain the difference between conventional and 
unconventional forms of participation. Despite their number, there are very few texts 
that manage to comprehend theoretical standpoints and empirical data in a coherent 
text, however the book Generations, Political participation and Social Change in 
Western Europe succeeds to offer a logically coherent, intellectually profound, and 
academically relevant story on political participation in 10 Western European 
countries, seen through the prism of generations. 

In a 255-pages-long book published by Routledge, Maria T. Grasso seeks to 
answer the question whether there are reasons to be concerned about the future of 
democratic politics. As the author writes in the introduction, it is often being heard 
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that younger generations are disengaged from politics, that they prefer unconventional 
political participation over conventional politics and that the political behaviour of the 
youth of today is completely different from that of their parents’ generation. Maria T. 
Grasso in her text critically examines these claims and presents her conclusions based 
on methodologically rigorous empirical research by putting them into the relevant 
social and political context. This book, despite its title, is not only about political 
participation of young people, but is about much more. It is about the future of 
democracy and the change contemporary society brings in. Maria T. Grasso starts her 
book with the claim that at the end of the twenty-first century, western publics have 
become the objects, rather than the subjects of history, and after reading this volume I 
believe there is no better sentence to start it with.  

Generations, Political participation and Social Change in Western Europe 
consists of eight chapters and a relatively long appendix where the author presents 
methodological remarks and offers additional data on the topic of this book. In 
general, each chapter follows logically from the previous one, while also making a 
specific contribution to the overall argument. It can be said that Maria Grasso 
succeeded to create a lucid and rich story on different aspects of youth political 
participation taking into consideration variations depending on countries’ specific 
contexts. Chapter one focusses on political participation as a multi-dimensional 
concept. Here the author presents a comprehensive literature review of various 
political scientists and political sociologists on the topic of political participation in 
order to draw out the key themes relevant for the upcoming empirical analysis. In 
chapter two the concepts of generations and social change are analysed. The largest 
part of the chapter is devoted to a discussion of the concept of generation and the 
characteristics each generation has. Special attention is put on formative years and the 
generational differences based on them. Maria Grasso in her analysis distinguishes five 
generations (the pre-WWII, the post-WWII, the baby-boomers, the ‘80s generation 
and the ‘90s generation) for each of which she claims that there are distinctive 
characteristics and modi operandi. After putting the stress on the importance of 
socialization and political context and their implication for participation patterns of 
different cohorts, in the fourth chapter, The evolution of political participation in 
Western Europe, Grasso focusses on the patterns of popular political involvement in 
Western Europe. Here institutional ways of participation such as turnout, party 
membership, union membership, as well as unconventional ones (for example 
attending a demonstration, joining a boycott, signing a petition, and participation in 
social movement organization) are examined. Grasso in her analysis uses cross-
national survey data from large-N comparative research, namely the World Value 
Study/European Value Study and the European Social Survey focussing on the period 
1981-2006. The author argues that this frame allows her to assess the extent of 
changes in the political participation patterns without including confounding factors 
and in order to analyse generational change by allowing the youngest generation to 
have ‘come of age’. Chapters five and six cover formal and informal political 
participation in Western Europe. There are several important notions of conventional 
political participation that Grasso points out of which we present three. First, it is a 
misconception that younger cohorts are less likely than older cohorts to engage in all 
types of conventional political activities. Second, political contexts as well as education, 
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are important variables for explaining formal participation. And third, the idea that 
modernization leads younger cohorts to disengage from ‘elite/directed’ political 
activities is not supported by evidence.  When it comes to unconventional political 
participation, the argument that all the younger cohorts should be engaging in elite-
changing activities more than older cohorts is not universally correct. Findings about 
class inequalities are particularly interesting, hence Grasso concludes that countries 
with strong social-democratic and/or left-wing traditions are weak in these categories. 
The book confirms that those identifying as left-wing are more likely to engage in 
unconventional political activities while those who identify as right-wing prefer 
conventional participation. In addition, the book shows that there are remarkable 
differences between the 10 observed countries in relation to both conventional and 
unconventional participation. Chapter seven is in fact a discussion where the author 
confirms that formative experience matters and illustrates that on the example of 
baby-boomers or ‘the protest’ generation’. The last chapter of the book deals with the 
future of political participation. Grasso claims that the evidence presented in this book 
shows that while conventional participation is set to continue to decline in the future, 
unconventional participation cannot make up for this loss in democratic capability. 
This is perhaps the most important finding in the book because it summarizes the 
most relevant issues in contemporary democratic theory; how to make democracy 
more democratic when its distinctive characteristic is becoming less and less appealing 
to people.  

In the light of all this, there is no doubt that the book Generations, Political 
participation and Social Change in Western Europe is a truly exceptional and original 
academic text. It carefully combines theoretical insights and rigorous empirical 
analysis to demonstrate all facets of political participation in the context of 
generations. Maria Grasso has definitely set a new standard both in youth and political 
studies with this comparative analysis due to its sophisticated and yet convincing 
argumentation line. Easy to read and rich in data, this book is an excellent source of 
information for academics, students and all those who are interested in political 
participation, youth and social change. 

Marko Kovacic (marko@idi.hr) 
Institute for Social Research, Croatia 

 
 
References 
 
van Deth, J. W. (2001) Studying Political Participation: Towards a Theory of 

Everything? Paper presented at the “Electronic Democracy: Mobilisation, 
Organisation and Participation via new ICTs” workshop. European 
Consortium for Political Research. April 6-11, Grenoble. 

mailto:marko@idi.hr


  
Authors’ Biographies 

Péter Bogdán is a junior research fellow at the Minority Studies Institute of the Centre 
for Social Sciences of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. He is a PhD candidate in 
the Educational Theory Doctoral Programme of Eötvös University (ELTE), Budapest 
working on issues related with Roma education. 
 
Eszter Bokányi is currently a PhD student at the Department of Physics of Complex 
Systems at Eötvös Loránd University, Budapest. Her main research area is studying 
how social phenomena can be captured through statistical physical methods by using 
various digital fingerprints of individuals. 
 
Károly Bozsonyi, PhD, is an associate professor, sociologist and expert of quantitative 
methodology of social sciences. He presently works in the Institute of Social Sciences 
at Károli Gáspár University Budapest, Hungary as the director of Institute. 
 
Anthony Charles, PhD is a lecturer in Criminology at Swansea University's College of 
Law and Criminology. He is also the Youth Justice Lead for the Wales Observatory 
on the Human Rights of Children and Young People. In his research practice, 
Anthony has extensive experience of multi-agency and multi-disciplinary research, and 
he maintains a keen focus on developing and applying child-appropriate research 
methodologies. 
 
Tibor Dessewffy, PhD is a sociologist, Head of Department of Social Psychology  and 
Director of the Digital Sociology Research Center, at ELTE. His research interest 
includes  digital sociology, social media, social theory and Big Data. 
 
Zoltán Kmetty, PhD is a senior lecturer in the Sociology Institute at the Faculty of 
Social Sciences of Eötvös Loránd University. His main research interests are 
methodology, suicide research, election studies and network analysis. 
 
Daniela Koller is a political scientist who earned her doctoral degree at the University 
of Bern. She wrote her dissertation on the political participation of young adults in 
Switzerland. 
 
Julia Koltai, PhD, is a research fellow at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences Centre 
for Social Sciences; also an assistant professor at the Eötvös Loránd University. She 
obtained her PhD in sociology in 2013. Her main research focus is on quantitative 
methodology and statistics. In the latest years, her interest turned to big data 
processing and analysis. 
 
Marko Kovacic is a researcher in political sociology at the Institute for Social Research 
in Zagreb where he studies youth political participation, youth work and civic 
education. 
 
  



  
Authors’ Biographies 

Bálint György Kubik is a political scientist, economist, and software developer. He 
earned his BA in Political Science at Corvinus University of Budapest, and his MA in 
Economic Analysis at Eötvös Loránd University. His main interests are automated 
methods of data collection and information extraction to be used for quantitative 
research. He is currently a software developer at Starschema Ltd. and has been 
participating in multiple research projects at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences with 
responsibilities including web crawling, web development, quantitative text analytics, 
regression methods, network analysis, as well as audio processing. 
 
Mette My Madsen is a PhD at the Institute of Anthropology at University of 
Copenhagen (UCPH), Denmark. She currently does research within two 
interdisciplinary projects called SocialFabric at UCPH and SensibleDTU at the 
Danish Technical University (DTU) both part of the overarching Copenhagen 
Network Study. She is also engaged in the interdisciplinary research group Critical 
Algorithms Lap (UCPH). Her object of engagement is with interdisciplinary research, 
computational social science and heterogeneous data types. 
 
Dániel Oross, PhD, is a political scientist. He received his PhD in political science 
from the Corvinus University of Budapest in 2015. Since 2011 he is a junior research 
fellow at the  Centre for Social Sciences Institute for Political Sciences, Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences. His research interests are political participation, youth policy, 
and political socialization. 
 
Boróka Pápay is a Junior Research Fellow at ‘Lendület’ Research Center for 
Educational and Network Studies (RECENS), Center for Social Sciences, Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences. Her main areas of focus are social network analysis and 
organizational studies. She also participates in a project that receives funding from the 
European Research Council (ERC) under the European Union's Horizon 2020 
research and innovation programme (grant agreement No ERC/648693). She received 
her BA and MA from Babes-Bolyai University in the field of sociology. She is 
currently a PhD student at the doctoral program of the Institute of Sociology and 
Social Policy, Corvinus University of Budapest. She is a grantee of New National 
Excellence Program by the Hungarian Ministry of Human Capacities. 
 
Péter Róbert, CSc, has graduated in sociology at Eötvös Loránd University (ELTE), 
received his PhD from the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (HAS) and has made his 
habilitation at ELTE University. Currently he is Professor of Sociology at 
Széchenyi University and works as project based senior researcher at TÁRKI Social 
Research Institute. His research interests involve social stratification, educational 
inequalities, public opinion research and analysis of political attitudes. 
 
  



  
Authors’ Biographies 

Bence Ságvári, PhD, is a senior research fellow at the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences Centre for Social Research, and head of Research Department for Social 
Relations and Network Analysis. He is also a research fellow at the International 
Business School (IBS). . In 2014/15, he was a Visiting Fulbright Professor at Indiana 
University Bloomington in the US. Currently he is the principal investigator of the 
project “Life cycle of an online social network. Big Data analysis” (Grant No. OTKA 
K112713). His research interests include values and attitudes, social networks, Big 
Data in social sciences, and social aspects of ICT, such as algorithmic bias and 
discrimination. 
 
Andrea Szabó, PhD, is a sociologist and political scientist. She received her PhD in 
political science from the Eötvös Loránd University of Sciences, Budapest, Faculty of 
Law in 2009. Since 2014 she is Head of Department for Political Behaviour at the 
Centre for Social Sciences Institute for Political Sciences, Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences. She is a senior lecturer at Eötvös Loránd University, Institute of Political 
Sciences. Her research interests include political protests, political sociology, voting 
behaviour, civil society, and social integration processes. 
 
András Tóth, PhD, is a senior research fellow at the Institute for Political Science, 
Centre for Social Sciences, Hungarian Academy of Sciences  He is widely published 
on industrial relations and the extreme right.  
 
Dániel Váry is a researcher at the Digital Sociolgy Center at the Eötvös Loránd 
University. He is currently student of a computer science course at ELTE and an MA 
student at the Faculty of Social Sciences. His research interests are digital sociology 
and political sociology. 
 




