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1. ABOUT THE PROJECT

 1. 1.  AIM OF THE PROJECT
Our ambition was to evaluate the ways in which societies meet the challenges of our time. 

Resilience has come to the forefront of the agenda. Resilient societies require empowered citizens. 

In this context, what are the mechanisms for helping to transform residents into citizens?  

What sort of landscape facilitates citizen empowerment? Is there a shared perception of 

public engagement on the one hand, and a consumer-based approach on the other? If so, 

to what extent? And, provided they are willing to do so, are people more likely to participate 

at local level or is it easier for them to commit themselves to a national or global cause? 

What causes are they prepared to stand for? Should we care about how they perceive the 

elites at EU or national levels? And how resilient are they to propaganda, radicalisation and 

extremism?

The aim of this research is to map the level of active citizenship and to explore what motivates 

individuals to become active participants in the democratic process in the V4 countries.

 1. 2. CONTEXT OF THE RESEARCH 
Any qualitative and quantitative research results gain in significance when compared across 

time and regions. In 1991, STEM conducted one of the first comparative surveys in the 

Visegrad group of countries called “Society and Democracy”. At that time, the focus was on 

the potential for economic reform and political transformation. Today, the agenda is different. 

We can observe general disenchantment with the EU, a growing unease with economic 

performance and a widening gap between the elites and the rest of society. There is currently 

a need for more than merely observing and registering the mood of the population. We need 

a deeper understanding based on solid data garnered from systematic sociological research. 

When interpreted in the context of the fundamental values of the EU, such research can serve 

as a wakeup call for citizens. This can provide evidence-based findings about the need to 

foster citizenship, resilience and genuine leadership. 

 1. 3. OUTLINE OF THE PROJECT
The project was launched thanks to a standard grant from the Visegrad fund for the period 

from January 2017 until January 2018.
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The aim of the project was to set up a research team from four national institutes which 

specialise in the study of various forms of public participation. We have created a working 

group with one representative from each of the V4 countries: STEM in the Czech Republic, IVO 

in Slovakia, Public Capital in Hungary and the Institute of Public Affairs in Poland. 

The project was divided into 4 consecutive stages. First, all partner institutes had to undertake 

desk research which involved analysing existing national data evidence and the theoretical 

approaches in their countries. Based on these findings, we were able to establish the 

theoretical background for the study. 

Second, all the partners conducted qualitative research based on in-depth interviews with 

experts on the issues related to active citizenship and civic participation. There were 3 

interviews per country, 12 in total. The outcomes of the interviews played important role to 

finalize the research concept, theoretical background and the questionnaire. 

The third part of the project consisted of the quantitative research. The questionnaire was 

based on the outcomes of the qualitative and desk research. We carried out a cost-effective 

representative online survey (CAWI - Computer Assisted Web Interviews) with 500 participants 

aged between 16 and 65 in each of the V4 countries. The respondents were quota sampled by 

sex, age, level of education, size of the settlement and the region. The survey was conducted 

in the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Poland and Hungary.

The aim of the quantitative survey was to examine how respondents perceive and conceptualise 

active citizenship, what their underlying motivations are, and how active citizenship can be 

measured. We wanted to create the tool and validate it in cost-effective research in order to 

be able to conduct reliable large-scale follow-up quantitative research using a tried and tested 

questionnaire. Our intention is to base the future comprehensive project on a larger sample 

and use face-to-face (CAPI and PAPI) as well as telephone (CATI) techniques in order to provide 

valid and reliable national comparisons. In other words, we consider this online survey as  

a pilot study for a larger comparative survey and the starting point for a future comprehensive 

nationwide quantitative study using a statistically-robust sample size and more representative 

data collection methods. 

The goal of the fourth part of the project was the dissemination of the pilot test results in 

order to stimulate and facilitate public debate on empowering citizens and encouraging active 

citizenship. We were able to generate vibrant exchanges and discussions among all four 

program partners, as well as experts from the four countries. We organized a series of two 

round table discussions at which the preliminary results were debated in each country. The 

discussions gave participants the opportunity to compare data and enabled them to exchange 

their experiences and consider the various approaches to interpreting the survey findings. The 

open public debates took place in Prague, Warsaw, Budapest and Bodajk and the university 

debated took place in Pilsen, Bratislava, Trnava and Wroclaw. 

As our next steps, we would like to continue with the project further. Our goal is to prolong 

existing cooperation between the V4 countries. We would also like to enhance and deepen the 

focus on the V4 region through a more ambitious project. This would involve using the findings 

of the pilot survey, as well as the conclusions drawn from public debates and expert opinions 

to launch the project on a long-term systematic comparative study of the V4 countries. 

 
 1. 4. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
The aim of this project is to map the level of active citizenship and to explore the motivations 

of individuals to become active participants in the democratic process in V4 the countries. 

By simple definition, an active citizen is someone who plays a role in the community/in  

a democratic society. In relation to the basic principles of democracy, according to a paper 

published by Stanford University: “The key role of citizens in a democracy is participation. This 

takes many forms. Citizens have an obligation to become informed about public issues, to 

monitor the conduct of their leaders and representatives, and to express their own opinions.  

Participation also involves voting in elections, debating issues, attending community meetings, 

becoming involved in private, voluntary organizations, and even protesting.  However, 

political participation in a democracy must be peaceful, respectful of the law, and tolerant 

of the different views of other groups and individuals.”1  Therefore active citizenship means 

participation in civil society, community and/or political life, characterised by mutual respect 

and non-violence and in accordance with human rights and democracy2. 

The definition of citizen engagement in public life is also one of the mechanisms of social 

cohesion. There is a micro and macro level of social cohesion. On a macro-societal level, social 

cohesion can be defined “as the belief — held by citizens in a given nation state — that they 

share a moral community, which enables them to trust each other”3. 

1  Stanford University Democratic Education paper on Iraq, https://web.stanford.edu/~ldiamond/iraq/DemocracyEducation0204.htm
2  European Commission’s Centre for Research on Lifelong Learning, CRELL
3  Albrekt Larsen, Christian (2013). The Rise and Fall of Social Cohesion: The Construction and De-construction of Social Trust in the US, UK, 
Sweden and Denmark. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
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• Trust in institutions & interpersonal trust

•  The perception of fairness, access to opportunities, a feeling of belonging (Are we willing to 

engage, do we believe that in doing so, we will be able to influence something?)

•  Civic virtues (What is the importance of democratic values and how do they influence our 

attitudes and approaches?)

•   Well-being (Are we satisfied with our lives, is our motivation to change or defend the status 

quo positive or negative?)

•  Evaluation of the current political situation (What are our shared values: are we heading in 

the right or wrong direction? Are we satisfied with the current situation?)

Social cohesion refers to the conditions of the individuals and the society from the fundamental 

material conditions up to the level of the quality of life, access to opportunities and future chances. 

Trust is an essential part of social cohesion and civic participation, too. 

Civic participation is strongly related to shared values and social capital. Social capital can be 

characterized as a kind of glue that holds together the networks between institutions and 

citizens and enables the interactions between the two. According to Robert Putnam, “the social 

capital refers to connections among individuals – social networks and the norms of reciprocity 

and trustworthiness that arise from them. In that sense social capital is closely related to what 

some have called “civic virtue.” The difference is that “social capital” calls attention to the fact that 

civic virtue is most powerful when embedded in a sense network of reciprocal social relations.  

A society of many virtuous but is olated individuals is not necessarily rich in social capital”4. Similarly, 

Bourdieu states that social capital is the ‘the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which 

are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of 

mutual acquaintance and recognition’5  

 1. 5. OPERATIONALIZATION OF THE CONCEPT OF ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP 
Civic participation is the result of an active citizenship approach. We have defined the global, 

national and communal/local levels of the forms of participation. In our survey we focused on 

the following issues: 

• Interest in politics and an understanding thereof

•  Political activities (elections, political protests, demonstratio political parties, strikes, etc.)

•  Interest in public affairs and public issues (social, ecological, communal, human rights, 

cultural diversity, political issues etc.)

• Engagement in NGO activities (donating, volunteering)

•  Engagement in communal life (gathering with or helping neighbours, taking care of one’s 

surroundings as an individual activity, not as part of an organized activity etc.). 

The concept of social capital helps us to understand the level of active citizenship, the 

motivations for and the barriers towards an active approach. We also focused on the way in 

which an active approach is connected to underlying social values (trust and civic virtues):

4 Putnam, Robert D. (2001), Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, New York: Simon & Schuster: 19
5  Bourdieu, P. (1983). ‘Forms of capital’ in J. C. Richards (ed.). Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education, New York: 
Greenwood Press: 249.
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Chart 2.: Are you personally satisfied with the current political situation in your country? (%)

 

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

Democracy is a crucial political value and should be an important basis for motivation among 

the population. The data indicate a somewhat low opinion of democracy across the V4 

countries. People are dissatisfied, and they feel powerless and lost in the political process. 

For the majority of people, it is meaningless to engage in politics and they are even afraid to 

express their opinion publicly.

2. THE MAIN RESEARCH FINDINGS

 2.1. PERCEPTION OF THE CURRENT SITUATION 
Respondents across the V4 countries are generally dissatisfied with the current political and 

economic situation and hold negative views on the democratic development of the country. 

Chart 1.: In general, do you think that the situation in your country is moving in the right or in the 

wrong direction? (%)

 

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

The perception of the present political situation is not encouraging and does not contribute to 

political participation. A critical attitude towards the political situation is evident across the V4 

region.
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Chart 4.: Please indicate how much do you agree or disagree with the following statement. It is better 

not to engage in politics because you could get your fingers burnt. (%)

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

All above mentioned kinds of frustration and dissatisfaction are shaping the mind-set of 

citizens, with the result that they believe that it is not worth engaging in political or public life.

Chart 3.: Please indicate how much do you agree or disagree with the following statement. Power is 

now exclusively in the hands of the politicians and the average person is totally powerless.  (%)

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

Politicians and specifically political parties (as the level of distrust shows later in the text) are 

perceived as key players of political life however people do not identify with political parties 

as representatives of voters’ interest since they are perceived as those who exclusively hold 

on to the power, to the exclusion of others. This in turn has negative connotations since large 

part of the population believe that politics is dirty and best avoided. However still, there are 

important part of the populations – in average two fifths of the V4 populations – that have 

opposite opinion. 
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 2. 2. THE PERCEPTION OF DEMOCRACY
And how important is democracy for V4 citizens? We have asked them several questions to 

establish their views on democracy. 

One of the goals of the transformation from the communist regime was to create opportunities 

for ordinary people. More than half of V4 respondents are satisfied with the results of the 

transformation, especially in Poland and the Czech Republic.

Chart 6.: Please indicate how much do you agree or disagree with the following statement. After 1989 

the opportunities for talented and hard-working ordinary citizens in your country have increased. (%)

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017
Despite the employment opportunities available for talented ordinary people, respondents 

are more sceptical when it comes to civil liberties. 

Chart 5.: Please indicate how much do you agree or disagree with the following statement. In the 

current regime everyone can have their opinion heard and at least contribute a little to resolving 

public and political issues. (%)

 

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017
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Chart 8.: Please indicate how much do you agree or disagree with the following statement. Democracy 

in the your country is fragile and can be easily threatened. (%)

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

As a result, even if the majority recognises the weaknesses of democracy in their country 

(democracy is fragile and threatened) and declares that greater democracy is needed for the 

further development of the country (at least to some extent, especially in Poland and Hungary), 

there is a tendency to value living standards more than democracy and freedom. Only Slovakia 

shows the evidence in our data that the democracy and living standards are valued equally.

Chart 7.: Please indicate how much do you agree or disagree with the following statement. 

Civil liberties in [your country] are sufficiently respected (%)

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

What is more important for the successful development of the country: a greater level of democracy 

or a leadership with a firm hand?  In Poland and Hungary, the citizens are clearly more inclined 

towards democracy but in the Czech Republic and Slovakia, the results indicate that respondents 

are equally willing to support being governed with a firm hand. Other international comparisons 

had similar findings, which indicate that all V4 countries are among the most dissatisfied countries 

with the development of democracy and compared to other European countries, are the most 

willing to support a government of experts6.  Therefore, unfortunately the feeling that democracy 

is fragile or lost is also an indication of less democratic attitudes and thus makes way for populism 

and anti-democratic or less democratic characteristics in a society. 
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6  For further details see Fondation pour l’innovation politique, What next for democracy? http://www.fondapol.org/en/etudes-en/what-
-next-for-democracy-2/, Legatum Prosperity Index on www.prosperity.com
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Chart 10.: Average satisfaction ratings with the current political and economic situation and life 

satisfaction. (mean score, on a scale from 1 to 4, with 1 being very satisfied and 4 very dissatisfied). 

Are you personally satisfied with the current political situation in your country? 

Are you personally satisfied with current economic situation in your country?

How satisfied are you with your life overall?

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

If we combine the indicators of (dis)satisfaction with the political situation and with the overall 

development of society, we can create a frustration indicator7. The POLITICAL FRUSTRATION 

indicator refers to the attitude that it is better not to engage in politics, that people are 

powerless, and that democracy is threatened. It is more connected to liberal than to 

conservative values. It opens up the question as to the extent to which the liberal/conservative 

distinction in itself is meaningful in post-communist countries. Such political frustration is 

Chart 9.: When some people evaluate current political system, they refer above all to freedom, democracy, 

the opportunity to assert themselves and their opinion. Other people tend to think about living standards,  

price of goods and availability of services. Which of the two is closer to you personally? (%)

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017 

 2. 3. SATISFACTION
And how do factors such as economic prosperity and the increasing quality of life influence 

democratic values and activities? What drives public engagement? Is it satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction with life and personal conditions?

Satisfaction with the current economic situation is higher in all V4 countries than 

satisfaction with the political situation. This applies especially to the Czech Republic and 

to Poland. However, it is still possible for respondents to be satisfied with their own lives, 

regardless of political disillusionment and frustration.  We tried to delve deeper into these 

unambiguous attitudes.
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might explain current situation a position in a different perspective and help understanding of 

the processes that take places nowadays. 

Of course, there are national differences and it is similarity important to focus on the 

differences and try to understand the national specifics. Therefore, we have also prepared 

national reports for every V4 countries8 . This chapter consists of selected parts on the national 

reports, prepared by the partner organization. 

 2. 4. 1. CZECH REPUBLIC
In general, Czech citizens are dissatisfied with the current situation in their country. The 

majority of Czechs believes that the country is heading in the wrong direction. The level of 

dissatisfaction is clearly connected with politics rather than with the country’s economic 

situation. More than 70% of Czech people are not satisfied with the current political situation, 

while their evaluation of the current economic situation is more moderate (around 50% are 

dissatisfied). 

Nonetheless, most Czechs believe that post-communist developments have had a positive 

impact on their lives. Nearly 60% of respondents agree that the opportunities for talented and 

hard-working ordinary citizens have increased in Czech Republic since 1989. 

Respondents with higher education evaluate the development and current situation more 

positively. Furthermore, there is a tendency for a more positive evaluation among the male 

population, middle-aged people and the urban population. Women are fairly moderate 

in their evaluation (more don’t know answers). Young people are also not sure about the 

direction in which the country is heading. They are, however, more positive and have a clearly 

positive approach when evaluating developments after the fall of communism. 

The events that are at the forefront of their minds that were important for the country’s 

development over the last three decades are definitely the declaration of the Czech Republic 

in 1993 and/or the split of Czechoslovakia 1992. The event that takes second place is the 

country’s accession to the EU in 2004.  Entry to NATO is mentioned less often. The third 

spontaneously named event is the Velvet Revolution and November 1989 which brought the 

values of democracy, travel, freedom, open borders and privatisation. Vaclav Havel is the only 

apparent across the V4 region regardless of gender, age or urban/rural distinction. However, 

it is more often observed among people with a lower level of education. Political frustration 

certainly does not motivate people to actively engage in public matters. Rather, it opens the 

way for populism and the demand for a firm hand – be it the call for competent leadership or 

for straightforward authoritarian rule. 

How can we describe people who are satisfied? Let us construct a score for overall LIFE 

SATISFACTION including all the types of satisfaction studied (political, economic and personal 

life). It is connected to the perception that the country is heading in the right direction, that 

civil liberties are being fully respected, and that post-communist developments have created 

opportunities for talented people. This kind of positive citizen approach is strongly related 

to the level of trust in political institutions and to trust in local authorities (police, the fire 

brigade, local government). It is also associated with general confidence in other people. It is 

more often observed among those who have experienced direct public injustice. However, it 

should be noted that this kind of happy life approach is no indication of a tendency towards 

political or civic engagement. It is a substantial finding that young people in particular are 

more satisfied with their lives but that this does not translate into a positive relationship 

towards politics. Furthermore, this incompatibility between general life satisfaction and 

political engagement is characteristic for Czech Republic and Poland where the economic 

satisfaction is somewhat higher compared to Hungary and Slovakia. To sum up, the subjective 

feeling of welfare does not relate to the active civic engagement or in other words we did 

not find the positive motivation for participation on public affairs that would be driven by the 

economic welfare. 

 
 2. 4.  PERCEPTION OF THE CURRENT SITUATION, DEMOCRACY AND  

SATISFACTION – REGIONAL AND NATIONAL PERSPECTIVES
One of the key take out of our research consists in very similar findings across the Visegrad 

countries. The results show we have more in common with our neighbouring countries no 

matter the different political situation and development. It is likely the shared values and 

experiences of the post-communist development, the communist past, and even older 

historical reminiscence that might have shaped the mindset of the inhabitants of the Visegrad 

region. Actually, it was also very interesting outcome of this research for the expert and 

participants at the open debates. It has brought a spotlight to the regional perspective, which 
8  For the full version of the national reports, please check the partners web pages: www.stem.cz, www.ivo.sk, www.isp.org.pl, www.political-
capital.hu
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understanding. There, we would need a further qualitative exploration and validation research 

in order to understand the national differences in the perception of democracy. 

 2. 4. 2. SLOVAKIA
In comparison with the other V4 countries, Slovakia’s citizens are the most pessimistic 

regarding the way in which their country is developing. Two thirds of them think that the 

country in moving in the wrong direction. They are least satisfied with the political (16% are 

satisfied: 81% are dissatisfied) and economic situation (20%: 77%) in their country. While 

Czechs and Poles are more critical of the political situation than the economic one, in Slovakia, 

like Hungary, the level of dissatisfaction with both areas is almost identical. The overall 

satisfaction of Slovaks with their lives (68%: 30%) is much higher than their satisfaction with 

politics and the economy; nonetheless, it is the lowest among the V4 countries. 

The criticisms made by Slovaks reflect the post-election frustration in the country, also 

indicated by other surveys9. At the same time, it is paradoxical, as it does not reflect the 

country’s positive economic development. Although the political situation is far from ideal, 

the threat to democracy is much weaker than in Poland and Hungary. In order to understand 

this paradox, we should delve deeper into the country’s history. As earlier comparative surveys 

within the V4 have indicated, Slovaks were more critical than Czechs and Poles and resembled 

Hungarians10. Pessimism and the tendency to see the darker side of reality seem to be part of 

the Slovak mentality. 

The perception of the current political system in Slovakia is remarkably balanced. When 

respondents evaluate the current political system, 22% of them refer above all to freedom, 

democracy, the opportunity to assert their opinion and themselves. Another 18% emphasize 

living standards, the price of goods and the availability of services. The most widespread 

opinion (49%) is that both sets of values are equally important. As a comparison with other 

person who is mentioned spontaneously in terms of being associated with post-communist 

Czech history, i.e. the only one at the forefront of people’s minds (positive connotations). 

Most Czechs (70%) declare that democracy in the Czech Republic is fragile. And it is the state of 

mind of democracy that seems to be threatened. People do not strongly believe that they can 

have their opinion heard and at least contribute a little to resolving public and political issues 

(39%), and on the other hand they expect the power to be exclusively in the hands of the 

politicians and for the average person to be totally powerless (79%). This leads to a situation 

whereby more than half the population would rather choose not to engage in politics and are 

not sure whether civil rights are fully respected in Czech Republic. 

This very low opinion of the current state of democracy is comparable across the V4 countries, 

as is the pessimistic evaluation of the situation and its future development. 

In terms of socio-demographics, young people and people with university degrees are slightly 

more optimistic when it comes to their evaluation of the state of democracy and civil liberties 

in the Czech Republic. 

The way in which the current system and its benefit for citizens is perceived focuses slightly 

more on living standards, the price of goods and the availability of service (25%) than on 

freedom, democracy and the opportunity to assert oneself (12%), since half of the population 

(53%) refers equally to both perspectives. 

This goes hand in hand with the fact that Czech respondents are divided down the middle 

on whether to support democracy more or rather a government led by firm-hand. The fact 

that Czech people have a tendency towards a government with a firm hand is reflected in 

the results of the October national parliamentary elections. It was a strong leadership and 

populist issues that were attractive for many. The political frustration tends to prefer simple 

solutions for complex and complicated public issues.  

The situation in Poland and Hungary paints a slightly different picture, whereby there is  

a clear preference for democracy over firm-hand leadership. Bearing in mind the unfavourable 

political situation in Hungary and Poland in August 2017 when the survey was conducted, the 

call for greater democracy among Polish and Hungarian citizens is sensible. It is important 

to consider the fact, that due to the heated political disputes over the quality of democracy 

in these countries, people start seeing importance of democracy in a comparably higher 

extent, however still we do not know what kind of democracy they are referring to, how do 

they understand the democracy, what are the spontaneous association and how deep is the 

9  Bútorová, Z.: Občianska participácia a mimovládne neziskové organizácie očami verejnosti. In: Mesežnikov, G. – Strečanský, B. (ed.): Obči-
anska spoločnosť na Slovensku: Krízy, križovatky, výzvy. Bratislava, Inštitút pre verejné otázky 2017 (http://www.ivo.sk/8089/sk/publikacie/
obcianska-spolocnost-na-slovensku-krizy-krizovatky-vyzvy) 

10  Bútorová, Z. – Gyárfášová, O.: Return to Europe: New freedoms embraced, but weak public support for assisting democracy further afield. 
Prague, PASOS 2009 (http://www.ivo.sk/buxus/docs//rozne/PASOS_IVO_policybrief.pdf) 

Gyárfášová, O. (ed.): Visegrad citizens on the doorstep of European Union. Bratislava, Institute for Public Affairs 2003.
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also influences personal satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the current political situation in 

Slovakia. 

To sum up, the perception of the various aspects of democracy plays an important role in the 

general evaluation of the state of society and of its prospects, as well as overall satisfaction 

with politics. 

 2. 4. 3. POLAND
Despite the recent political developments in Poland, which might have contributed to the 

low assessment of the direction in which the country is heading, Poles hold the most positive 

opinions (31% admit that the situation in the country is heading in a positive direction, while 

57% have the opposite opinion). When we investigate the situation in greater detail, it is more 

complex in relation to how the current political and economic situation is evaluated. Some 

45% of Poles are personally satisfied with the current economic situation in the country (but 

only 8% are very satisfied) with 48% declaring their dissatisfaction, which is the best result 

among the V4 countries (a higher percentage than the Czechs, of whom 42% are satisfied 

with the economic situation in their country and almost 53% are dissatisfied). Poles are more 

sceptical in their evaluation of the political situation in their country – only 29% are satisfied, 

while 67% are dissatisfied (it is still the best score among the V4 countries).

These results may reflect the fact that Poland has been through a relatively prosperous period 

in recent years with continued economic growth during the economic crisis of 2008-2009. As 

a result of the country was dubbed “a green island” as compared to the rest of the European 

countries which were mired in crisis11. Since 2013/2014 there has been an improvement in 

the major macroeconomic indices and by the end of 2015 the Polish economy was in better 

shape than before the economic crisis by most measures12. Yet despite high GDP growth and 

incremental improvements in the population’s household situation, the subjective assessment 

by many Poles of the political situation and even the country’s economic conditions have 

been somewhat negative year after year since 1989. In the case of political assessment, there 

V4 countries shows, Slovaks are the only nation which emphasizes democracy slightly more 

than living standards.

These views are evenly distributed within Slovak society and are not influenced by socio- 

-demographic factors or political preferences. Only two groups differ significantly from the 

population as a whole: the youngest group (aged 16-24), who are more likely to emphasize 

freedom, democracy, the opportunity to assert their opinion and themselves, and supporters 

of the strongest ruling party Smer-SD. The second group, Smer-SD supporters, assign above-

average importance to living standards, the price of goods and the availability of services – at 

the expense of freedom and democracy.

In contrast to people aged 55 and over, who are among those who feel worse off, young 

people aged 25-34 are more critical of Slovakia’s general direction. Education, ethnic identity, 

type of settlement, and region do not play a significant role.

However, the strongest factor is political affinity: supporters of the opposition are much more 

critical than supporters of the ruling coalition. However, also within the ruling coalition, Smer-

SD supporters are the only ones with a balanced evaluation (41%: 42%). They are also most 

satisfied with the political and economic situation in Slovakia, as well as with their lives. On the 

other hand, criticism prevails among those who support all the opposition parties. Supporters 

of the right-wing extremist ĽSNS party are part of the most critical and frustrated group. 

Views on the general development of Slovak society relate to trust in other people, as 

well as trust in the leading political institutions. Optimism about the country’s direction is 

associated with a higher level of trust in the government and parliament, as well as in local 

self-government, courts and church. As for the European institutions, the correlation between 

trust and optimism is much weaker. 

People who believe that the country is moving in the right direction are much more likely to 

share the following convictions: that opportunities for talented and hard-working ordinary 

citizens have increased since 1989; that ordinary citizens are not totally powerless; that 

everyone in the country can have their opinion heard and contribute to resolving public and 

political issues. At the same time, they are more frequently convinced that civil liberties are 

sufficiently respected in Slovakia and do not think that democracy is fragile and can easily be 

threatened.

Those who appreciate Slovakia’s integration into the EU and the restoration of human rights 

after 1989 are more optimistic about the country’s developments. The same set of convictions 

11   “Reuters, Poland was a ”green island”: GDP revision shows no recession occurred”, 21 April 2016, available at: http://www.reuters.com/
article/poland-growth-revision-idUSL5N17O1IC. 

12  See: Owczarek, D. (2017), “Social cohesion and economic fears”, p. 316-318. Gyárfášová, O. (ed.): Visegrad citizens on the doorstep of 
European Union. Bratislava, Institute for Public Affairs 2003.
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that “in the current regime everyone can have their opinion heard and at least contribute  

a little to resolving public and political issues”. Only 35% of Poles agrees with this opinion, while 

59% are of the opposite opinion. Together with Hungarians (27% of positive answers), Poles 

are the most sceptical of all the inhabitants of the V4 countries. They hold similar opinions 

in relation to sufficient respect of civil liberties in the country. Only 36% of Poles agrees with 

the statement which again, together with Hungarians (33% of positive answers), represents 

the worse rating in the V4 area. Polish citizens are only slightly better when it comes to their 

opinion on whether it is worth becoming involved in politics. Approximately half the citizens 

in each of the V4 countries agrees with the opinion that „it is better not to engage in politics 

because one could get their fingers burnt”, with Poles being the least sceptical regarding 

involvement in political activities (with 48% supporting this statement).

The opinions held by these citizens on the state of civic space in their country are coupled with 

considerably dominant civic helplessness (visible across all V4 countries). Most Poles (73%) 

believe that power in their country is exclusively in the hands of the politicians and that the 

average person is totally powerless, (with 10 pp more Slovaks declaring the same opinion). 

On the other hand, Poles are least fearful about the stability of democracy in their country. 

Although it is frequently reported that approximately 64% of Polish respondents agree with 

the statement that “democracy in their country is fragile and can be easily threatened”, the 

same statement is supported by a larger proportion of respondents in other V4 countries.

From our research we can observe also an interesting influence of public debates on people 

perception of the most important democratic institutions. Thus, there is a correlation between 

the level of distrust towards particular public institutions and satisfaction or dissatisfaction 

with current political situation in Poland. People that are dissatisfied with it declare also larger 

distrust towards all central authorities (parliament, government and the president), church, 

public media, political parties and even the police (towards both latter entities this difference 

is relatively smaller then regarding the former ones). On the other hand, distrust towards 

European Commission and European Parliament is much higher amongst people that are 

satisfied with current political situation. The same group of respondents distrust a bit more 

their local authorities and (very slightly) to the courts. Such feature might be one of the factors 

presenting pronounced division within Polish society. Additionally, current public debates 

related to the quality of democracy in the country seem also to have an influence on what does 

it mean to be an active citizen. Poles perception is dominated by the associations with public 

were only three points in time when this pattern was different: 1989-1990, just after the fall 

of the Soviet Union; in 1997 when the government gained stability for the first time since 

1989 (equal positive and negative ratings); and between late 2007 and early 2008, when the 

Civic Platform government won the parliamentary elections and the economic situation was 

improving. In the case of their assessment of the economic situation, there were only two 

exceptions: in the period 2007-2008, when economic indicators were exceptionally high, and 

since the beginning of 2016, when the situation is historically at its best according to the 

indices. According to a survey conducted on a nationwide sample in August (similar to our 

research), 49% of Poles positively evaluated the current economic situation in the country and 

only 13% said it was bad13.

Another perspective to this observation comes from answers to an open question about 

the most important developments in the country since 1989. As the two most frequently 

mentioned events appear entering the European Union (pointed by 25% of respondents 

as their first choice and more than 11% as second choice) and joining NATO (8% and 8%). 

However, right after that there is a group of developments reflecting rather economic and 

social advances, as well as improvements in the quality of life, like Infrastructural development 

(6%; 5%), establishment of free market and privatization of economy (5%; 4%), economic 

growth (5%; 3%), growing quality of life related to higher earnings and better supply in the 

stores (1%; 4%) and technical development (3%; 3%). This group is broken by the answers 

related to establishing democracy, freedom and civil liberties that was the fourth most 

frequently pointed one (but only by 5% as a first choice and 5% as a second). Nevertheless, 

once we assume that one of the main reasons for evaluating so positively entry into the EU 

might be financial benefits, we may conclude that what brings Poles more opportunities for 

daily satisfaction are economic opportunities and applying less importance to the state of 

democracy (they also look rather on the living standards than on the quality of democracy, 

while evaluating current political situation – see the chart 9 above).

Based on the results of our research, it is possible to observe in greater detail Polish people’s 

negative perception of the state of democracy in their country. So, there is a clear lack of belief 

13  See: Boguszewski, R. (2017), “Nastroje społeczne w sierpniu”, Research Communique, Centre for Public Opinion Research (CBOS) No. 
110/2017, August 2017, http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2017/K_110_17.PDF (accessed 23 November 2017).
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while women, university graduates, and those from communities with between 20,000 and 

100,000 inhabitants are more likely to have a negative opinion of the situation. Those above 

50 years old are the least satisfied with the country’s political and economic situation.

In general, the Hungarian population holds a mainly bleak opinion about the state of 

democracy in the country. Some 69% of respondents believe that Hungarian democracy is 

fragile and can be easily threatened, and 72% think that power is exclusively in the hands 

of politicians. Some 69% of interviewees disagree with the statement that every citizen can 

voice their opinion and influence public and political issues. Similarly, the majority (62%) of 

participants also maintain that civil liberties are not sufficiently respected.

However, opinions on whether engagement in politics results in unfavourable consequences 

are less straightforward. While more than half of respondents (51%) believe that political 

engagement can lead to detrimental consequences for the individual, 42% of participants 

disagree with this statement. Furthermore, most participants (54%) do not believe that 

there are more opportunities for talented and hard-working citizens since 1989. Lastly, most 

Hungarians (72%) agree that for the development of the country, a more democratic system 

needs to be established. On the other hand, 21% of the population have confidence that 

governing with a firmer hand would bring about the successful development of the country.

In terms of socio-demographic characteristics, university-educated participants and those 

who live in settlements with between 20,000 and 100,000 inhabitants tend to believe to  

a greater extent that democracy helps the development of the country and reject the notion 

that people are powerless to influence political affairs. On the other hand, the older generation 

considers the state of democracy in Hungary to be in troublesome shape.

 
 2. 5. TRUST 
 2. 5. 1. INSTITUTIONAL TRUST
Respondents also demonstrated a substantially low level of trust in all the institutions included in the 

survey. Remarkably, trust in the main political institutions is particularly low (government, parliament 

and specifically political parties) across the whole V4 region. 

The concept of active citizenship does not only refer to political participation at national level. This 

should also be reflected at international, regional and local levels. The results show a discrepancy 

between the mistrust in “high-level politics” at national level and the positive acceptance of 

(political) life and different kinds of political engagement (first three most frequent kinds of 

answers provided in an open question - active participation in political/public life, taking part 

in voting, being interested and knowledgeable in public life - were mentioned by almost 70% 

of respondents). More informal associations of this concept to doing something for others, 

social involvement or being active within local communities are declared together by 23% of 

respondents. In addition, also wording of particular answers reveals strong influence of public 

debates related to the political life on perception what does it mean to be an active citizen. 

In result, Poles associate this much more with involvement in political disputes than helping 

others through engagement in local communities, NGOs or volunteering. If we combine 

such responses with the results showing large mistrust to political institutions persistent 

within Polish society, we might obtain one of the explanations of relatively low level of civic 

engagement that we experience in Poland. 

 2. 4. 4. HUNGARY
In general, two-thirds (63%) of Hungarians believe that the country is moving in the wrong 

direction, while 10% indicated that they do not know. Notably, 70% are dissatisfied with 

the current political situation, and 69% with the current economic situation. When people 

evaluate the current political situation in the country, the majority (64%) refer to both the 

theoretical aspects such as freedom, democracy, and the opportunity to assert themselves 

and their opinion, and to more practical matters, such as living standards, the price of goods 

and the availability of services. About one in five (21%) Hungarians refers primarily to the 

latter, and every one in ten (11%) to the former. The participants were also asked to list the 

three most important developments Hungary has undergone since 1989. Interestingly, the 

answer given by the largest number of people was that they did not know. Among those who 

could think of developments, the European Union was the most popular choice, followed by 

the secession from the Soviet Union and democracy. Most of the more popular responses, 

such as social benefits, elections, corruption, multi-party system, privatisation, and NATO, can 

be directly related to the regime change of 1989. Answers that refer to developments since 

2010 were given by significantly fewer respondents.

All in all, men, those with a secondary education and people living in communities with fewer 

than 20,000 inhabitants tend to view the country’s current situation in a more positive light, 
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Interestingly, there are also similarities in terms of trust in EU institutions and nongovernmental 

organizations. The factor analysis showed that people tend to have a similar approach 

toward EU institutions and to the Non-governmental organizations – to NON-NATIONAL 

INSTITUTIONS14. We can observe a strong correlation in all V4 countries, however the patterns 

of trust are different. In Poland and Hungary there is more positive approach towards both 

EU institutions and NGOs. Polish and Hungarian respondents shows a similar level of trust in 

local institutions and Eu institutions. While Czechs and Slovaks have more negative attitude 

towards the EU institutions and NGOs. Their ranking is lower, similar to less trustworthy 

national level institutions. 

It is worth to focus on public media. Public media and media in general are considered as 

the fourth pillar of democracy together with the executive, legislative power and courts. All 

of these institutions are perceived in a very similar way in the terms of trust and create the 

national factor. Still public media are different type of the power. Media play important part in 

raising a public debate, they play important role by informing and educating the masses, they 

represent the free access to information. Especially in the age of information technology it is 

important to have a trustworthy source of information. Public media are designed for such 

role. Looking at the national differences, public media in Hungary and Poland are ranked in 

some very low positions of institutional trust. It might be a sign of health of the public space 

there. 

The most trustworthy are the LOCAL INSTITUTIONS to which people can relate more. They 

are less anonymous and more likely to be personalized through day-to-day contact and 

interactions. Representatives of protective institutions such as the fire brigade and the police 

received the best evaluation. People think and feel locally. And this concerns the president, 

too. On the one hand, the Office of the President is typically the highest institution in national 

politics; on the other hand, the president as a person is perceived as the closest institution to 

the local ones. The institution of president can be also personified as someone who stands 

above the national politics as a facilitator and moderator of political debates representing 

everyone (our local) interest.  On the other hand, there are differences related to the trust to 

communal policies.  We can also observe a rather positive attitude to NGOs. The acceptance of EU 

institutions may be more controversial, still it is relatively favourable. 

It seems that both the global and the local perspective bring better potential for civic engagement 

compared to the national level institutional trust. 

We can also observe a positive correlation between the satisfaction/dissatisfaction with current political 

situation and the trust/distrust towards political institutions. People that are dissatisfied declare distrust 

towards all central authorities (parliament, government and the president), public media, political 

parties and even the police. On the other hand, distrust towards European Commission and European 

Parliament is much higher amongst people that are satisfied with current political situation.

Table 1. Level of trust in public institutions compared to the V4 area (mean score, on a scale from 1 to 

4, with 1 being the most trustworthy and 4 the least trustworthy). 

Do you trust the following institutions? Please give your answer for each institution.

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

Based on correlation and factor analyses we can clearly distinguish three types of institutions when 

it comes to trust. First, there are NATIONAL INSTITUTIONS such as the Parliament, the President, 

the Government and political parties. Trust at national level is low, with similar patterns across the 

region. Public media and the Church are perceived as a part of this group of institutions. 

14  When we speak about NGOs, we relate to the general meaning of the expression NGOs, since we did not use any examples of Non-gover-
nmental organizations. Therefore, the trust in particular organization might differ according to the field of interest or the local based or 
international origin of the organizations

V4 Czech 
Republic Slovakia Poland Hungary

Fire brigade 1,36 1,31 1,35 1,39 1,39

Police 2,4 2,2 2,6 2,3 2,4

Local authorities in your village/town 2,4 2,3 2,6 2,4 2,4

Non-governmental organisations 2,6 2,9 2,9 2,3 2,4

President 2,6 2,5 2,5 2,5 2,9

Courts 2,7 2,6 3,0 2,6 2,6

Public media (radio and TV) 2,7 2,5 2,3 3,0 3,0

European Commission 2,7 3,2 2,9 2,4 2,3

European Parliament 2,8 3,2 2,9 2,5 2,4

Church 3,0 3,3 3,0 2,9 2,9

Government 3,1 3,1 3,1 3,0 3,1

Parliament 3,1 3,1 3,1 3,1 3,2

Political parties 3,3 3,3 3,4 3,3 3,3
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Chart 11. Level of personal trust in the V4 countries (%) 

Generally speaking, would you say people can be trusted or would you say that you cannot be too sure 

when dealing with people?

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

According to our results on the total sample of 2000 respondents from the V4 countries, 

interpersonal trust is influenced by overall satisfaction with life and by the lack of perceived 

injustice from public authorities. It means that having a positive life experience makes people 

more trustworthy. 

 2. 6. CIVIC VIRTUES
Civic virtues are essential for civic participation as they represent a constituent part 

of motivation. We asked V4 respondents about what was important for them on a list of 

statements. These attributes are connected to democratic values in various ways. Listed below 

is the ranking calculated using the mean scores of the total V4 sample.

President, Hungarian respondents are the most critical towards their president since the trust 

is similar to national rather than local institutions. 

The trust in courts is moderate, somewhere in between the local and the national institutions 

across the V4 countries except Slovakia, where the trust in courts is comparably lower, closer 

to the nation institutional level of trust. Non-the less, the courts have a universal position they 

are equally spread in all three factors based on the factor analysis based on the V4 sample. 

Courts represent the rule of law and in the mind of the public they play an important role in 

all aspects of institutional trust –local or national. Thanks to the position in both local and 

national pillar, the increase of trust of courts (likely from the local perspective) might have  

a positive effect in the national institution trust.

Leaving aside the controversies and national differences, the president, the courts, together 

with local government, enjoy the highest level of trust of the people and or has the best 

potential to influence the environment of the trust in political institutions. If we want to bring 

about a more positive perception of democratic institutions (at local and national level), these 

institutions should be the cornerstone of any kind of effort to empower active citizenship.

 2. 5. 2. INTERPERSONAL TRUST 
Another type of trust, which is similarly important for empowerment in certain areas, is 

interpersonal trust, i.e. the level of trust among people. Interpersonal trust is an essential 

element for shared values and common activities

Our research results also show a very low tendency to trust others across the V4 region. 

Other surveys also show that a low level of interpersonal trust is a common feature of 

post-communist Europe while western European countries demonstrate a higher level of 

interpersonal trust. 

2% 1% 1% 4% 2%

25%
19% 18%

25%
38%

54%
55% 56%

54%
52%

17% 23% 23%
15%

7%

V4 Czech Slovakia Poland Hungary

Generally speaking, would you say people can be trusted 
or would you say that you cannot be too sure when 

dealing with people.

People can almost always be trusted

People can usually be trusted

You usually can’t be too sure when dealing with people

You almost never can be sure when dealing with people
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respect for others, keeping public spaces in good shape and behaving with respect for 

the future of our children. Citizens want to live in a good environment and the society’s 

need to protect the environment resonates most with them. This need is slightly more 

typical for older active citizens (aged 50+) and for women. It is on the top of the list of 

important issues since almost everyone across the V4 can agree that these statements are 

the most important. However, there is no significant correlation between RESPECT FOR 

THE ENVIRONMENT and any kind of civic activity (asked in our questionnaire). In other 

words – the environment is of high importance to the population as a whole but it is more 

or less supposed to be extrinsic, not requiring an active approach and active efforts.

The second dimension of importance based on factor analysis is the is connected 

to DEMOCRATIC CONSCIOUSNESS. This factor consists of Independent opinion, 

understanding rules and civil rights, voting, following international developments, 

engaging publicly and addressing serious public issues, engaging in dialogue with political 

representatives and expressing one’s opinion in public. It is a factor that is considered to be 

of medium importance and is clearly connected to political life and political participation. 

Typical representatives are liberals who have a relatively high level of trust in the EU and 

in NGOs. Understanding politics and being able to engage in public life is more important 

for males, for young people (16-24 years) and for older active people (50+), too. Those 

citizens who perceive understanding politics as being important are at the same time 

satisfied with their own engagement and understanding of politics. You could say that this 

understanding goes hand in hand with interest and engagement in politics. 

The third dimension of importance based on factor analysis is the ACTIVE PARTICIPATION 

related to civic activities, especially voluntary work, helping refugees, engagement in 

political parties, participating in demonstrations and signing petitions. These are the 

examples of concrete participation or putting differently these are the instruments how 

to participate. We can presume that there is a diversity of preferences and responses to 

various situations. Therefore, the ranking of this factor on the importance is comparably 

lower, since people do not agree on common type of activity, everyone choose according 

to own preferences. 

An essential part of social cohesion is the willingness to help others and to be prepared to 

take action. We can see a correlation between voluntary work and the desire for prosperity 

and better living standards. Still, the low ranking of voluntary work shows a sceptical approach 

Table 2.: The importance ranking across the V4 region (based on the mean scores of the total sample 

data values). To what extent is each of the following issues important to you? Please, evaluate on 

the given scale from 1 to 5 to what extent are following issues important to you. Scale: 1 (the least 

important) up to 5 (the most important) 

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

We have divided these attributes related to civic values into 3 main dimensions by using 

the factor analysis. The first one can be called RESPECT FOR THE ENVIRONMENT. The 

environmental factor comprises the most important universal values for citizens: equality, 

1.    Protecting the environment

2.    Behaving courteously in public spaces with respect to others

3.    Acting with regard to future generations

4.    Keeping public spaces clean and pleasant to live in 

5.    Reacting to injustice and discrimination

6.    Guaranteed equal opportunities for all members of society

7.    Developing an independent opinion

8.    Helping others, those in need 

9.    Being knowledgeable about democratic rules and processes, civil rights

10.  Having the courage to express one’s views publicly

11.  Regularly voting in elections

12.  Paying attention to equal opportunities for women and men

13.   Trying not to buy goods that have been manufactured in an unethical or non-ecological way

14.  Promoting a social system that encourages those who are not financially well-off

15.  Participating in community life 

16.  Following international developments globally

17.  Understanding political life

18.  Engaging publicly and addressing serious political and social problems

19.  Engaging in dialogue with political representatives

20.  Participating in petitions, signing lists 

21.  Participating in lawful demonstrations and marches

22.  Voluntary work, engaging with NGOs 

23.  Helping refugees and immigrants

24.  Engaging within a political party
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Young people, in particular, prefer digital forms of engagement. To what extent are we heading 

for a digital democracy? Or are we already too comfortable to change the participation for 

clicktivism? 

Table 3.: The engagement in public life and politics (%)
Please look at the following ways in which citizens can engage in public life. For each of them, please 
indicate if you have been involved during the past 5 years.

     

     

     

     

     

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

When it comes to the intention to participate in political life in the future, people across the 

V4 countries are mainly willing to adopt EFFORTLESS WAYS OF ENGAGEMENT. It is a kind of 

universal declaration typical to almost everyone – regardless of gender or age. Nowadays, 

signing a petition is more common among people with a university degree and among people 

from larger settlements. Will this kind of digitalization expand further to rural areas in the 

near future? 

More ORGANIZED FORMS of political participation, (participation in political meetings, 

membership in political parties and contacting political representatives), are the less common 

across the region. Interestingly, the willingness to participate in an organized political event 

shows a negative correlation with the factor of importance of DEMOCRATIC CONSCIOUSNESS. 

Organized forms of political participation are more typical for men and people aged 45+.

towards social cohesion since other people’s quality of life is of low importance to the majority 

of people. 

PRIORITIES VS. ACTIVITIES 

Let us now address the question of whether the importance which people assign to certain 

priorities is reflected in their actual behaviour. Do respondents act in accordance with 

proclaimed values? Based on our analysis, the answer is affirmative: there is a significant and 

strong correlation between declared priorities and declared behaviour of respondents. 

For example, people who participate in elections believe in the importance of participation of 

this kind; those who participate in petition drives, demonstrations or marches do so because 

they hope to achieve their goals by means of this activity; people who contact their local 

political representatives are convinced that participation in community life is important, etc. 

On a more general level: people who believe in the importance of engaging publicly and 

addressing serious political and social problems are involved more frequently in a whole 

variety of political activities. Indeed, the political engagement of citizens depends largely on 

their motivation, on their belief in the importance of such behaviour.

This finding may look trivial, but it carries a strong message. If we want to promote active 

citizenship as an indispensable part of liberal democracy, we must improve political 

socialization: we have to be more effective in convincing young people in particular about the 

virtue of active citizenship, about the importance of their active participation in political life – 

for themselves, but also for the broader society. 

 
 2. 7. INTEREST AND ENGAGEMENT IN POLITICAL LIFE
People usually prefer PASSIVE WAYS of engaging in political life. Signing a petition (both 

online and offline) and expressing one’s ideas publicly are the most frequent forms of civic 

engagement in the near future. 

Online forms of protest or participation, in particular, seem to be the preferred and perhaps 

the most effortless ways to engage politically. It might be a sign that people are rather 

‘comfortable’ citizens who want to engage mainly in the situations that do not required too 

much work from them. 

V4 Czech  
Republic Slovakia Poland Hungary

Signing a petition 55 50 67 51 53

Participating in online petition, online protest 43 44 46 46 37

Sharing or expressing my ideas on politics or impor-
tant public issues 37 36 38 43 31

Contacting your local political representative or politician 20 17 24 24 15

Supporting crowdfunding campaigns 20 16 37 12 15

Taking part in a lawful demonstration 20 14 19 22 25

Participation at political meetings 18 16 25 14 17

Striking 10 7 19 9 6

Taking part in a political protest organization, association, 
movement 10 9 12 14 6

Membership in a political party 5 5 6 5 6
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Table 4: The interest in the areas of non-governmental organisations (% of respondents who are 
interested or partly interested)
Following is a list of areas where non-profit organizations work and help. Please indicate to what 
extent you are interested in each of these areas.

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

The top three areas of NGO activity which attract the interest of three quarters of Slovaks are 

ecological and environmental issues; social and health issues; human rights issues, gender 

equality and anti-discrimination. Following in 4th to 6th place are history, art and culture; 

promoting a fair and transparent society, anti-corruption activity; hobbies, community and 

local community associations. All three areas attract the interest of a majority of citizens. 

Humanitarian and immigration issues, as well as religious issues are at the bottom of the list. 

In all eight areas, Slovak and Polish respondents show the second or third highest degree 

of interest; while Hungarian respondents are the most interested and Czechs are the least 

interested.

Obviously, a proclaimed interest in the activities of NGOs does not necessarily indicate active 

involvement. Most of those interested are only onlookers – they follow what is happening, but 

do not get involved. The portion of people who are actively engaged among the interested 

individuals is substantially smaller. The percentage of citizens actively engaged in NGOs 

– either by volunteering or by providing financial support – varies according to the area – 

PROTEST as a means of political participation (demonstrations, strikes, membership in 

 a political protest organisation) is less common. The most acceptable form of protest is taking 

part in a lawful demonstration. Those who have taken part in political protests in the past also 

tend to do so in the future. There are no significant socio-demographic differences. 

Crowdfunding campaigns are a new type of political engagement, which is likely not yet 

established. People tend to support the crowdfunding campaigns no matter their inclination 

towards more active or passive way of participation. As a new form of participation, where is 

still a potential to the future, people are willing to support crowdfunding campaigns more in 

the future. 

 2. 8. CITIZENS’ INTEREST AND ENGAGEMENT IN NON-PROFIT SECTOR
The strength and sustainability of liberal democracy depends on a vibrant civil society. 

Various civic associations and nongovernmental organizations, whose activities address a rich 

spectrum of issues, provide a natural arena for citizen engagement. 

To what extent are the inhabitants of V4 countries interested in areas of NGO activity? Table 

16 indicates that a majority of Slovaks and Czechs is interested in six of eight areas: ecological 

and environmental issues; social and health issues; human rights issues, gender equality, 

anti-discrimination; history, art and culture; promotion of a fair and transparent society, anti-

corruption activities; community associations and clubs. The issues of humanitarian aid and 

immigration, as well as religious issues are an exception, with only a minority of Slovaks and 

even fewer Czechs finding them relevant. Poles and Hungarians have a different attitude:  

a majority of respondents in these countries have also declared an interest in the issues of 

humanitarian aid and immigration. 

V4 Czech 
Republic Slovakia Poland Hungary

Ecological and environmental issues 78 70 80 76 85

Social and health issues 79 67 78 81 88

Human rights issues, gender equality, 
anti-discrimination 71 56 74 77 78

History, art and culture 68 59 70 67 78

Promoting a fair and transparent society, 
anti-corruption activity 66 42 68 73 78

Community associations and clubs 63 57 63 60 73

Humanitarian issues, immigration issues 51 29 41 63 73

Religious Issues 32 14 37 42 36
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In terms of socio-demographic differences, men, people with a higher level of education and 

those who are better off are more interested in promoting a transparent society and fighting 

against corruption; in ecological and environmental issues; in community associations and 

clubs. In all these areas, men not only declare a higher level of interest, but they also become 

more frequently involved. On the other hand, women are more interested and involved in the 

social and healthcare activities of NGOs. 

Younger and older people – unlike the middle generation – are more interested in promoting  

a transparent society and fighting against corruption, as well as in ecological and environmental 

issues. Older people are more interested in social and health issues, as well as in human rights.

Political profile is a factor, too; its impact is somewhat limited, however. Potential voters (in 

the next parliamentary elections) are more interested in promoting a transparent society 

and fighting against corruption, in social and health issues, in the human rights agenda, in 

history, culture and art, and in ecological and environmental issues. The proportion of people 

interested in all these issues rises with the increasing probability of their participation in 

elections. 

 
 2. 9. ENGAGEMENT IN COMMUNAL LIFE 
Having a community of friends and neighbours creates a natural space in which individuals can 

assert themselves as active citizens. Activities in this space are based on the self-organization 

of a community and can acquire a spontaneous, informal character due to spirited individuals 

who volunteer because they want to help other members of their community, solve some of 

the problems within the community or simply make their community life better and more 

valuable. This way of activism is also pointed out by researchers showing actual engagement 

in our societies – beyond formal engagement within the NGOs15. In order to answer such 

concerns, we have also asked our respondents about their informal engagement, providing 

them with the variety of possible areas of such activity.

Citizens are mostly involved in activities related to helping neighbours and friends. The 

roots of this activity date way back in history and bear witness to the fact that the “good old 

ranging from 26% of people actively involved in ecological and environmental issues 

to 10% of people involved in the area of promoting transparency and the fight against 

corruption. 

Table 5: Degrees of involvement in NGO activities in selected areas (%)

For the non-profit areas, you have stated you are interested in, please indicate to what extent are you 

engaged with particular non-profit organizations?

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

What form of active engagement is more prevalent – volunteering or financial support? 

As the table indicates, this depends on the area of NGO activity. Financial support is more 

common than volunteering in three areas: humanitarian and immigration issues; religious 

issues; social and health issues. In all other areas, volunteering is more frequent than financial 

support. Moreover, in all eight areas, there are people who are involved in both forms of 

active engagement. 
15  See Jacobsson, K. and Korolczuk, E. (2017), “Introduction: Rethinking Polish Civil Society”, in: „Civil Society Revisited. Lessons from Poland”, 

(eds.), K. Jacobsson, E. Korolczuk, Berghahn Books, New York – Oxford, p. 1 - 27.

Disinterested 
people Degree of involvement of interested people

Onlookers Actively 
engaged 

Forms of active 
engagement

Only financial 
support

Only 
volunteering 

Volunteering 
and financial 

support

Social and health issues 14 63 23 8 9 5

Ecological and 
environmental issues 16 59 26 6 13 7

Human rights issues, equality 
of women and men, 
anti-discrimination

21 66 12 3 6 4

Promoting a fair and transpa-
rent society, anti-corruption 
activity

24 66 9 2 5 2

History, art and culture 25 56 19 5 8 6

Community associations 
and clubs 30 47 23 5 12 6

Humanitarian issues, 
immigration issues 41 48 12 4 4 4

Religious Issues 61 26 13 6 4 3
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And then, there is a kind of COMMUNAL ACTION that includes fighting natural disasters, 

keeping the memory of the nation, repairing memorials and being part of informal clubs and/

or sports clubs. This type of activity is more common among those who are willing to engage 

in political protests (demonstrations). It is a typical male activity. 

As can be expected, there is a strong correlation between having an interest in and 

understanding of municipal politics and citizens’ involvement in community life. People 

who are active in community life differ from those who are passive also insofar as they have  

a stronger level of confidence in their local government.

 

 2. 10.  SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC DIFFERENCES
Most of the above-described ways of civic engagement have not distinguished between 

men and women, especially when it comes to political participation and political protests. 

Men prefer action-oriented activities in their communal life while women focus more on 

voluntary work and social topics in general. 

Age plays important role in the attitudes related to public affairs. Young adults are less engaged; 

however, they have a better predisposition in terms of social capital – trust and satisfaction 

with their life. Older people (50+) tend to be more interested in politics and it is important for 

them to understand politics. Older people are more sensitive and more interested in the social 

and environmental areas.

Definitely education is also important factor. Well-educated people seem to have a tendency 

towards an apolitical life strategy and to be happy with their lives regardless of politics. On the 

contrary, we can find more political frustration and alienation among less-educated people. 

Neither of these strategies brings about positive motivation towards engagement according 

to our data evidence. 

Tonnies’ Gemeinschaft” tradition is still alive. Other neighbourhood activities like picnics or 

joint activities with neighbours in the local community are less widespread: about half of V4 

citizens have been involved in them. 

More than half of V4 citizens also declare that they contribute to sustainable development by 

reducing and recycling waste and helping to keep public areas and nature clean.

Table 6 : Active participation on community life (%)

Have you ever devoted your spare time to voluntary and unpaid work for the community, the 

environment or the place where you live? Please include any kind of activities organized by yourself 

or your neighbours and friends.

Source: Citizenship empowerment: potential for civic participation in V4 research, August 2017

Engagement in communal life can be divided into LOCAL HELP that combines local activities 

such as helping neighbours with cleaning the surroundings and countryside. It is also  

a statistically significant correlation with an interest in nongovernmental issues (social, health, 

environmental, etc.) and with passive ways of political participation (petitions etc.). 

V4 Czech  
Republic Slovakia Poland Hungary

Helping neighbours and friends 78 79 80 77 75

Contributing to sustainable development by reducing waste 
or saving electricity 55 61 45 63 50

Assistance with landscaping in public areas, collecting 
garbage, cleaning forests 49 45 51 46 53

Neighbourhood activities 49 49 51 48 47

Helping in kindergarten or school 42 28 41 46 52

Taking part on events for animals 30 23 27 38 32

Helping to organize cultural activities 29 29 28 29 29

Fighting natural disasters and helping the injured 26 27 21 32 26

Fan club membership, informal clubs and sports groups 24 25 28 23 21

Keeping the memory of the nation, repairing memorials, 
restoring historical places 19 13 19 24 20
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However, it might be even more important to focus on education since a greater understanding 

of politics (and of democratic rules in general) makes people become more engaged (at least 

mentally). It is crucial for people that they are satisfied with their own activities in the public 

domain (expressing their ideas). This understanding is the prerequisite for participation. It 

resonates more among the older population and male respondents. On a very individual level, 

once a person starts to understand, he/she wants to join in and be a part of this type of world, 

at least in terms of their attitudes and motivational potential.

Therefore, a great challenge lies ahead in terms of encouraging young people to become 

involved. This can most likely be achieved through education on democratic rules and 

processes by learning by doing and sharing ideas and experiences among students. The 

involvement through action may be even more efficient! 

Some of our results might provide a good starting point. Young adults tend to have a greater 

level of trust in national institutions, compared to the rest of the sample, and they also have 

confidence in EU institutions and NGOs. Young people with higher education are satisfied with 

their lives and their interpersonal trust is also significantly higher. It is crucial that substantial 

efforts are made to encourage active citizenship among the young. 

3.       HOW TO ENGAGE V4 CITIZENS TO PARTICIPATE IN 
DEMOCRACY BUILDING?

The data presented in this analysis confirm that being a citizen, and especially an active one, 

is a fairly complicated concept and that V4 citizens have a distinct problem understanding 

what it entails. It is even more problematic for them to fulfil the expectations arising from this 

(to behave as an active citizen). People are more likely to value activities which have at least 

to some extent some pragmatic motivations. As a result, people care more about their own 

quality of life and wellbeing and that of their family members. Also, in terms of contemporary 

history, they emphasise the importance of economic growth and the modernisation of 

different areas of social life rather than the democratization of society itself.

When it comes to actual engagement they are somewhat passive and sceptical about the 

meaning of the main forms of public engagement. So, we may say that on the one hand, V4 

citizens believe in the role of democracy, but do not feel that they have any personal role to 

play in strengthening its quality. On the other hand, we must admit that not all respondents 

understand democracy in the same way. There is a large section of society that believes in the 

majoritarian concept, where ruling political actors can do anything irrespective of any rules 

that were designed to secure the rights of social minorities.

The belief that it is better not to engage in politics does not support the active citizenship 

approach.  Thus, in order to achieve greater civic engagement, the “depoliticization” of the 

active citizen concept seems necessary. We need to take up activities at different levels 

of public management with the aim of explaining the meaning of a different concept of 

democracy and its basic rules, as well as to shift their understanding of civic engagement more 

into the area of everyday life, making society more sensitive to social cohesion, as expressed 

in social involvement, assisting people in need, voluntary work and a deeper engagement in 

local communities.

In order to bring the importance of civic engagement closer to everyday life, it is important 

to focus on universal values such as regard for future generations and respect for the 

environment – almost everyone can agree on this. This involves encouraging active strategies 

to empower citizens in related areas. It has the potential to address all sociodemographic 

groups. It might be beneficial to put greater emphasis on women to whom the future of 

children and sustainable development appeal more. 
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