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Building Active Youth in Post-Soviet Countries through Civic Education 

Programs: Evidence from Poland 

 

Abstract 

This study examines the efforts to support young people in post-Soviet countries via democracy 

promotion programs, and the effectiveness of these programs to change the attitudes of participants. 

Using a panel evaluation of quasi-experimental data from a civic education program for young citizens 

from Post-Soviet states run in Poland by several liberal NGOs, we find that participants were more likely 

to be supportive of democratic institutions, hold democratic attitudes, and perceive themselves as having 

political efficacy. The evidence presented provides preliminary validation for youth democracy promotion 

programs, suggesting that they may be a productive use of donor countries resources in fostering 

democracy. However, we temper these optimistic results with caution, as changes in the attitudes of 

program participants were not as substantial as one might expect given the nature and duration of their 

participation.  We argue this may largely be attributed to the fact that democracy education programs 

attract young people who are already politically and socially active. 
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Introduction  

 

Over the past thirty years, political scientists and political economists have produced an 

extensive empirical literature that examines the efficacy of democracy promotion efforts across 

the world. Many of these studies explore how foreign assistance shapes domestic political 

institutions (Licht 2010; Bermeo 2011; Scott and Steele 2011; Dietrich and Wright 2015; Ariotti 
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et al. 2021). However, less attention has been devoted to studying how external assistance 

promotes the development of civil society (Pospieszna 2019). This paper studies a particular type 

of civil society assistance: programs that promotes civic engagement of young people in post-

Soviet countries.  

Over the past decade, civic engagement programs have become a standard category of 

civil society assistance, especially in Post-Soviet states. Since 2004, Central and Eastern 

European (CEE) countries, like Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic, have 

invested in actively promoting democracy in Post-Soviet States through their development 

cooperation programs (Petrova 2014; Pospieszna 2014). And although, over time, CEE 

governments have themselves adopted anti-democratic tendencies (Guasti and Bustikova 2020; 

Ekiert, Kubik, and Vachudova 2007; Foa and Mounk 2016; Kotwas and Kubik 2019; Magyar 

and Madlovics 2020), non-governmental organizations (NGOs) from these same countries have 

continued to support democratic development (Petrova and Pospieszna 2021). For example, 

despite increasingly unfavourable conditions, several Polish NGOs continue to run civic 

education programs directed toward young people in other post-communist countries. 

Typically, civic education programs intent on democracy promotion complement existing 

domestic civic education programs in schools, which scholars of civic education are keen to 

point out often fall short of equipping young people with the means to become active in civic or 

political life (Solhaug 2013; Torney-Purta et al. 2001). Scholars that have studied civic education 

programs that supplement domestic curriculums, have found that civic education can 1) reduce 

support for political violence, 2) promote voter engagement, and 3) foster the flow of political 

information through the creation of opinion leaders. For example, Finkel, Horowitz and Rojo-

Mendoza (2012) showed that exposure to a national civic education program implemented in 
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Kenya resulted in “inoculation effects” against political violence. Compared to non-participants, 

people affected by violence who participated in a national civic education program were less 

likely to express negative attitudes about the political system and less likely to support ethnic 

violence in reprisal of the violence that they had experienced themselves. Other scholars have 

found that civic education may also be correlated with positive changes in voter turnout 

behaviour (Arriola et al. 2017; Finkel 2014; Mvukiyehe and Samii 2017). By promoting access 

to political knowledge, civic education increases the likelihood that voters participate in the 

democratic process. Participants are also more likely, all else equal, to become opinion leaders 

who disperse their civics training within their social networks (Finkel and Smith 2011).  

Despite these documented beneficial effects of civic education programs, there is still a 

lack systematic knowledge about the impact of non-classroom civic education programs on 

views about democracy. Using original data collected from an NGO-implemented extracurricular 

civic education program conducted in Poland from 2014 to 2018, our research contributes to the 

understanding of how program participants’ democratic attitudes are affected by their 

participation. The program targeted youth from four post-Soviet countries, including Belarus, 

Moldova, Russia, and Ukraine, and brought them to Poland for exchange visits with the intent to 

transfer knowledge on subjects linked to democratic values and civic engagement.  

The data provide new evidence that civic education programs may be an effective way to 

begin shifting perceptions concerning democracy among young citizens in post-Soviet countries. 

Using a panel evaluation of quasi-experimental data gathered from surveys of program 

participants, we find that after participation program, participants were more likely to believe 

democracy is made up of an important set of civic norms and institutions, hold positive attitudes 

toward democracy as a form of government, and perceive themselves as having political 
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efficacy, relative to their initial beliefs and attitudes. This evidence provides preliminary 

validation for youth democracy promotion programs, suggesting that they may indeed be a 

productive use of donor countries resources in the effort to make the world safe for democracy. 

However, an optimistic reading of the results should be tempered with caution. Although 

participation in a civic education program was associated with more pro-democratic attitudes and 

efficacy beliefs, given the nature and duration of the civic education program, these changes are 

not as substantial as one might expect. We argue this is because such programs attract already 

politically and socially active young people. In other words, this form of civic education program 

strengthens the democratic beliefs and attitudes of young people who are already equipped for 

civic and political life, and in many cases favourably predisposed toward democracy. The results 

also illustrate the challenges with evaluating democracy promotion programs, given the difficult 

ethical and practical circumstances under which programs must take place.   

This article proceeds as follows. The next section reviews the literature on democracy 

promotion, civic education, and youth in the post-Soviet countries. The third section presents 

youth assistance efforts in the post-Soviet region and discusses a typology of programs. We 

report the results regarding the impact of program participation on participants’ beliefs about 

what democracy entails, attitudes towards democracy as a form of government, beliefs about 

political efficacy, and authoritarian values to assess program impact.  In discussing the results, 

we also highlight usefulness and limitations of implementing an experimental approach in 

conjunction with the goals of NGOs helping to conduct the data collection. Finally, the article 

concludes with a summary of findings and implications for scholars as well as democracy-

promoting NGOs, policymakers, or governments.  
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Democracy Assistance, Civic Education and Post-Soviet Youth 

 

To date, the literature on democracy promotion in post-Soviet states has largely focused on 

assistance coming from the EU or other traditional donor democracies of Western Europe or 

North America (Pishchikova 2010; Sundstrom 2006; Freyburg et al. 2009; Schimmelfennig and 

Scholtz 2008). However, beginning in the 2000s, young democracies of the CEE region have 

significantly increased democracy promotion efforts in post-Soviet states. This increase has been 

particularly pronounced since the Colour Revolutions — the Rose Revolution in Georgia, the 

Orange Revolution in Ukraine — and the Tulip Revolution in Kyrgyzstan (Berti et al. 2015; 

Horký-Hlucháň, and Lightfoot 2013; Petrova 2014; Pospieszna 2014; Szent-Iványi 2014; Szent-

Iványi and Végh 2018; Tolstrup 2014). 

Aside from the democracy aid from CEE governments, NGOs of the CEE region have 

also ramped up their efforts to disseminate democratic norms and values in neighbouring post-

Soviet states in the context of cross-border projects (Pospieszna 2019; Petrova and Pospieszna 

2021). These NGOs generally operate under the belief that broader societal changes require 

bottom-up pressure, and that they can catalyse this change by promoting understanding of and 

positive attitudes toward democracy, and by helping to build advocacy skills among citizens in 

non-democratic countries.1 Direct youth assistance through civic education programs focuses on 

stimulating latent desires for a free and open society specifically among young people, increasing 

the quality of their competencies through developing awareness, and empowering them to 

participate in public life, either through enacting direct programs or by sponsoring civil society 

youth groups (Bush 2015, 237).  



 7 

In the civic education literature, “civic education”2 is education that intends to teach 

citizens basic values, knowledge, and skills for being an active and engaged citizen (Finkel 2002; 

Torney-Purta et al. 2001; UNESCO 2014). Scholars agree that civic education at school may be 

insufficient or ineffective, especially in non-democratic countries where the meaning of the 

concepts of citizenship and participation may differ dramatically between what is taught in 

domestic school curricula and what is commonly held to be the case in democratic societies. 

According to studies conducted by the International Association for the Evaluation of 

Educational Achievements (IEA) program and the OECD program PISA (the Programme for 

International Student Assessment), even within democratic societies, civic education may have 

weaknesses. For example, civic education in schools may focus too much on institutional 

formalities and procedures rather than enabling young people to see how they can apply 

conceptual material and engage with the democratic process more directly (Banks et al. 2004; 

Himmelmann 2013; Solhaug 2013; Schulz et al. 2008; Osler 2012; Torney-Purta et al. 2001). 

By contrast, extracurricular learning opportunities for young people, such as dedicated 

training programs or activities in the community, assume an important role in civic education 

(Terriquez 2013; Wong, Lau, and Lee 2012). Indeed, by targeting and promoting democratic 

values and norms through special civic education programs, NGOs and the donors they represent 

hope to sow the seeds of democracy among young citizens. Democracy is undergirded by 

important normative and psychological factors, including the support of democratic institutions 

and norms, rejection of authoritarian practices, and perceptions of political efficacy and a desire 

to participate (Dalton 2011, 2014; Norris 2002). Positive views of democracy as ideal and a 

continuous evaluation of it are crucial for the survival of democracy (Ferrin and Kriesi 2016). 

Although in parts of the world democracy may seem to be in retreat at present, it is important to 
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keep it ascendant in people’s values and aspirations (Diamond 2017). As such, the goal of many 

programs is to instil democratic values and promoting positive views of democracy in the hopes 

of indirectly igniting subsequent political and civic engagement among young beneficiaries in 

target countries (Finkel 2002; Finkel and Smith 2011; Pospieszna and Galus 2018). However, 

there is scant evidence regarding the impact of programs on changing beliefs and attitudes 

regarding democracy and participation (Green and Kohl 2007; Manning and Edwards 2014), 

especially in the post-Soviet countries.  

In a post-Soviet context, however, scholars have found that democratic values exhibit 

little robustness.  Scholarship has argued that democratic failure throughout many post-Soviet 

countries is, in part, explained by popular dissatisfaction with the outcomes of liberalization 

policies, which have directly discredited democracy and thus negatively affected citizens’ 

interest in political life (Carnaghan 2007). Others claim that post-Soviet countries are “different” 

in terms of the values and norms to which they adhere (Korosteleva 2012), resulting from a 

political culture of subjugation propagated in the Soviet era created where citizens scored low on 

political efficacy and were rewarded for being loyal to the government.  

Yet, even if it is the case that the culture in post-Soviet countries is different, there is 

reason to be optimistic about the development of a new political generation and their ability to 

bring about democratic change. Today, young people are not as socialized into political culture 

of the Soviet era. They may still learn about socialist values through textbooks, movies, and 

stories told to them by family members, but the cultural pressures of socialization into socialism 

are much weaker in comparison to prior generations (Krawatzek 2017; Diuk 2012). Donors and 

civil society actors see promise in this successor generation, targeting them for civic education 

programs. Subjects of training include the protection of important civil rights, such as freedom of 
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speech and association, an active and independent media, and a view of civil society that is 

engaged, diverse, and vibrant, among other elements. Such programs often outside their own 

countries and in democracies where they can see and experience democracy first-hand. 

After young people complete a civic education program, the expectation is that they will 

become more positive about the democratic process. We would also expect civic engagement 

programs to lead participants to re-examine authoritarian values that are still part of life in their 

home country, including, for example, the importance of loyalty to their government and 

political elites. This yields the following testable hypotheses: 

H1: Youth participants in civic education programs should express greater 

satisfaction with democracy as a system after their participation. 

H2: Youth participants in civic education programs should express greater support 

for key elements of democratic society after their participation. 

H3:  Youth participants in civic education programs should express less support for 

authoritarian values after their participation. 

 

Finally, while providing new information and new experiences is a clear goal of civic 

education programs, their ultimate intent is to empower participants to return to their home 

countries and to become involved in political action to promote democratization processes there.  

Alongside perceptions of democracy, political efficacy is one of the most important underlying 

beliefs motivating people to participate. Political efficacy refers to the ability of citizens to 

influence political affairs, and to translate their values and preferences into policy. The greater 

sense of efficacy one has, the higher degree of participation in both electoral and non-electoral 

politics (Vráblíková 2017).  
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In post-Soviet countries, democratization failures have been attributed to the lack of 

participation in non-electoral activities (i.e., unconventional forms of participation such as 

protest) that could have a constraining impact on elites (Dalton 2014). However, scholars 

studying youth participation in post-Soviet countries find that the young people have been a 

crucial part of the social changes that have already taken place in EECs between the end of the 

Soviet era and today (Krawatzek 2017; Schwartz and Winkel 2016). For example, they have 

played an important role in mobilizing support for democratic revolutions in Serbia, Georgia and 

Ukraine, as well as during Euromaidan and the 2001 and 2020 presidential elections in Belarus 

(Kuzio 2006; Nikolayenko 2007; Wilson 2006). Diuk (2012) shows that beyond their 

involvement in regime-change, post-Soviet youth have shown increasing interest in involving 

themselves in politics and the governing of their countries.  

Although Moldova, Ukraine, and Georgia now have pluralistic civil societies that are 

more pro-democratic and pro-European than, for example, Russia (Henry 2006), clientelist 

networks remain entrenched, corruption remains widespread, and civil society is not strong 

enough to help offset it. When political efficacy is low, young people feel inadequate, irrelevant, 

and powerless in influencing political outcomes in their countries.  Involvement in civic 

education programs may promote political efficacy and encourage young people to broaden and 

strengthen their civic engagement in post-Soviet countries, for example by helping participants 

to see what is possible and has already been achieved outside their home borders. Further, it may 

provide the tools need for social organizing, and help participants to create a network of like-

minded peers with whom they can share their ideas, experiences, and challenges. 
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H4:  Youth participants in civic education programs should express a greater sense 

of political efficacy after their participation.  

 

 In sum, civic education experiences that take place outside-of-country can lead 

participants to change their attitudes on democracy, their own political system, and civic 

engagement. However, we should also keep in mind that pro-social and out-going young people 

might be more likely to participate in such programs and engage in civic or political activities 

(Armingeon 2007; Van der Meer and Van Ingen 2009).  

 

 

Research Design 

 

Selection of the civic education program  

In order to select a program in which to imbed our study, we collected data on youth programs in 

Post-Soviet countries implemented by the NGOs from four CEE countries (the Czech Republic, 

Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia) that have been involved in democracy promotion efforts at home 

and abroad.3  We identified 305 youth programs implemented during the period 2000–2017, 

which targeted young people directly or indirectly through: youth-led organizations; other NGOs 

and grassroots organizations; school heads and other educators (e.g. academics); teachers and 

lecturers; older members of the local community (e.g. parents); or political actors – for example. 

representatives of local authorities or ministries. The programs were undertaken either through 

activities organized in the target countries or through activities abroad such as summer schools, 
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internships, scholarships, exchange programs, and study missions where participants left their 

home country. 

What sort of democratic values do these NGOs’ youth programs aim to convey? In Table 

1 in the Appendix, we offer a typology of programs. Overall, an examination of these programs 

suggest that NGOs interested in democratization typically focused on the inputs of citizens into 

the political system and on improving the quality of democracy or the democratization process 

through citizens’ participation. Through these programs, NGOs aimed to demonstrate that the 

liberal and constitutional components of the democratic order provide a necessary framework for 

associational life, which is at the core of civil society. The effective citizen is therefore an active 

citizen. It appears that one keyway through which NGOs tried to foment participation was to 

inform people about democracy and the values upon which democracy rests. They also sought to 

help build peoples’ sense of efficacy for making changes in their communities, local region, and 

even at the national level.  

Among the programs, civic education programs were the most common (40% of all youth 

assistance programs). Of civic education programs, Polish NGO implemented the majority 

(55%), followed by Czech (35%), Slovak NGOs (10%).4 Civic education took the form of either 

activities organized in the target countries that support schools – by providing didactic materials, 

teachers training, organizing workshops—or through activities such as: summer schools, 

internships, scholarships, exchange programs, and study missions’ programs that are designed to 

also enhance participation through mechanism of knowledge.  

 For the purpose of our study, we selected a civic education program called “Study Tours 

to Poland for Students”, funded by the Polish-American Freedom Foundation and implemented 

by a network of ten Polish NGOs.5 We chose this particular program because, at the time, it was 
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recurring on an annual basis and it included a substantial amount of program participants, 

training around 200 students each year from Eastern Europe. Since 2004, the program has trained 

young people, aged 18-21, from Belarus, Moldova, Russia, and Ukraine. The data on program 

participants was collected between 2014 and 2018. The program’s main goals, outlined in its 

mission statement, include: 1) supporting the development of civil society in Eastern European 

countries; 2) promoting democratic values and support of democratic changes in the region, 

through the belief that broader societal changes are bottom-up; and 3) promoting knowledge 

about Poland’s own transition to democracy and joining of the EU.  

Regarding program content, the program provided information in the form of lectures 

about democracy as a political system and its fundamental values. It also provided a safe forum 

where students could speak freely about their own democratizing or authoritarian systems, where 

they were able to develop and discuss their own opinions about democracy and express them. 

For many students, this was a first opportunity to learn and speak about these issues. Further, the 

program aimed to deliver skills by teaching young people on how to become more active citizens 

in their respective countries and how to take civic responsibility for local society and the state. 

Importantly, the program also exposed participants to the Polish experience with democracy, 

including developments of the economy, the media landscape, local self-government, public 

administration, civil society as well as the integration of Poland into the EU. The Polish case was 

presented both in terms of the successes it achieved during the period of political transformation 

as well as the challenges that it continues to face. Students were, thus, exposed to a measured 

picture of Poland`s experience with democracy that they could reflect upon and compare to 

developments in their home countries. At the end of their visit, participants were expected to 
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understand the functioning of democracy as a political system and to be able to identify and take 

advantage of opportunities for civic engagement and participation in their home countries.  

 

Experiment, Observational Study and Survey  

The initial empirical strategy for testing the effect of the program on participant beliefs and 

attitudes relied on causal evidence from an experimental design where some applications were 

randomly selected for program participation while others were rejected. This would allow us to 

make strong claims about causality (Morton and Williams 2006), as random assignment to 

treatment enables researchers to eliminate extraneous factors that can obscure or confound 

treatment effects (Duflo et al. 2007; Hyde 2015). Yet, despite the clear advantages of an 

experimental empirical strategy, we encountered a number of obstacles that ultimately forced us 

to treat and analyse our data as observational.  We hope that by discussing these difficulties here 

future researchers can benefit from lessons learned and beware of potential pitfalls that can lead 

to threats to causal inference in the study of democracy promotion.    

In the first instance, the donor and the partner NGOs did not agree to full randomization, 

where all program participants would be randomly chosen from a pool of applicants. Instead, we 

agreed to employ a partial randomization, also known as a lottery around the cut-off (Glennerster 

and Takavarasha 2013).6 To get accepted for the program, participants were evaluated on three 

criteria, including 1) school performance (including grades and other school activities); 2) 

participation (in youth, civic and other organizations), and 3) essay responses to questions from 

the organisers.  As a result, the access to the program relied on a student’s qualifications and 

ranking on the applicant list and would have resulted in treatment assignment being conflated 

with the strength of an application had we used the full sample. 
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By itself, a randomization around a cut-off is workable if designed correctly. The design 

creates several ‘segments’ representing the way by which people are allocated to treatment, with 

some being accepted or rejected unconditionally based on certain specified criteria (e.g. 

academic performance) and others – usually falling in an intermediate range – being accepted or 

rejected as the result of randomized allocation to treatment. Researchers can still compare 

treatment effects within the randomized segments, though the effective sample size is 

significantly smaller than the full roster of program participants, as some have been accepted 

through non-random processes, for example by being accepted by virtue of being above a certain 

score on a rubric created by the organization conducting the experiment. In our case, based on 

the NGO’s evaluation of program applicants, we divided applicants into three groups: 1) those 

who were rated very highly and would be accepted into the program unconditionally; 2) those 

who were rated very poorly and would be rejected unconditionally because they did not fulfil the 

minimum criteria; and 3) those who fell in between who would have a random chance of being 

accepted into the program. Participants included youth from Belarus, Moldova, Ukraine, and 

Russia over a four-year period.  The program took place twice a year, with an average of 100 (sd. 

= 10) participants per program session, to make up a total sample of N= 848. The lottery around 

the cut-off was conducted separately for each nationality because the ranking list of students was 

prepared for each nationality.7 Ultimately, access to the program relied on a student’s 

qualifications, but our intent was to compare those who were randomly accepted or rejected and 

leave out those who were accepted or rejected unconditionally, at least from the experimental 

analyses. While this compromise with the NGO reduced the potential sample size dramatically, it 

would have left us with the ability to identify causal effects of the program. 
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However, we faced a second serious obstacle in the form of incomplete data. More 

precisely, the data collection process resulted in data that were censored based on whether an 

applicant was accepted to the program or not.  Surveys containing our dependent variables of 

interest were collected at three time points: 1) during the application process; 2) immediately 

before program participation; and 3) immediately following participation, but before participants 

returned to their home countries.8 The survey measures employed in the evaluation were 

grounded directly in the goals of the program and were reflected in the content of the training 

offered to participants. The survey included questions (which we will discuss in greater detail in 

the next section) that capture changes in: 1) beliefs regarding what democracy is; 2) support for 

democracy as a form of government; 3) authoritarian values; and 4) beliefs regarding political 

efficacy.9 Nevertheless, all surveys were optional and the NGOs’ controlled access to personal 

data, which prevented us from collecting additional information. This led to significant missing 

data from program participants. Most importantly, the NGO did not survey rejected applicants – 

either those rejected outright or as the result of randomization. Nor did the NGO collect surveys 

at the time of application in the first waves of the program at all. In other words, these challenges 

together caused data to be missing, most importantly from the control group, which is effectively 

non-existent after the first wave, and then only in some instances of the program.10  

These problems left our design without an effective control group. And because the 

standards of good causal inference could not be sufficiently satisfied in several ways, we thus 

restrict ourselves to treating the data presented here as observational. In the following analyses, 

we compare survey responses from program participants immediately before their participation 

with those immediately following the conclusion of the program, roughly two weeks later.  
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While it is not possible to disentangle the effect of the simple passage of time, we feel that such a 

narrow window still leaves the results illustrative at the very least.  

 

Survey Measures 

The aim of the program was to provide a foundational education in democracy and the survey 

was set up to evaluate how successful this was, in terms of affecting participants’ evaluations of 

democracy, beliefs about what it entails, authoritarian values, and feelings of efficacy. 

Participants’ attitudes towards democracy, or whether on balance they felt democracy is a good 

form of government, were collected as seven statements to which participants were asked to 

agree or disagree, such as  “democracy leads to the well-being of citizens”, which were scaled 

together to form a unidimensional scale ( = 0.79).11 Beliefs about democracy12 and what makes 

it work, including the presence or absence of key democratic institutions, were similarly assessed 

with 25 Likert items that participants were asked to rate from “not important” to “very 

important”, which were scaled together to form a unidimensional scale ( = 0.95).  The full list 

included essential aspects of democracy: free and fair elections, the rule of law, civil rights and 

various freedoms, and social justice. Third, participants’ inclination toward authoritarian values 

was measured by two items, such as “the key to a good life is discipline and obedience” and 

were scaled together to form a unidimensional with a pairwise correlation (r = 0.398). Finally, 

efficacy was measured with three agree-disagree Likert items, such as “most politicians, 

regardless of what they say, care only about their career”, which were scaled together to form a 

unidimensional scale ( = 0.53).  All items for all measures were re-coded in the same direction, 

using median replacement for those who answered do not know/refused (missing values 

otherwise stayed missing), and the final scale was rescaled to 0–1 for ease of interpretability. 
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Empirical Results 

 

Given the limitations of the data, we examined the effect of program participation by comparing 

participant survey responses immediately prior to the start of the program with those gathered 

immediately after its completion. In the interest of robustness, we report the results of several 

different significance tests of these differences: 1) t-tests, as the standard way of testing 

difference of means; 2) the non-parametric sign test, an alternative to the t-test that can be used 

for test-retest data that effectively examines whether or not a significant number of people 

display greater or lesser values post-test compared to pre-test; 3) OLS regression clustered by 

participant; and 4) clustered OLS regression with interactions to investigate whether the 

treatment effects vary by either country or program wave.  

 

Does program participation matter? 

Hypothesis testing with both t-tests and non-parametric sign tests supports the results displayed 

in Figure 1.  Despite already displaying very positive attitudes prior to the program, program 

participation was associated with more positive beliefs about democracy (t = 7.032, p < 0.001), 

and increases in support for democracy (t = 9.150, p < 0.001), and feelings of efficacy (t = 7.285, 

p < 0.001).  However, the program did not impact authoritarian attitudes (t = -0.348, p = 0.728). 

Non-parametric sign tests affirm the same levels of significance. 

 

[Figure 1 near here] 
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How much does program participation improve attitudes towards democracy and efficacy? 

Figure 1 displays distribution plots for pre- vs- post- comparisons for dependent measures of 

interest and shows that the changes are indeed very slight, as might be expected given the 

admission strategy of favouring more talented, engaged applicants. Beliefs about and satisfaction 

with democracy were both already high before participants came to Poland. However, the 

program did seem to have a discernible impact. As the regression models in Tables 2–4 in the 

Appendix demonstrate, there is a 7% increase in support for democratic institutions and a 6% 

increase in overall evaluations of democracy following the program. Feelings of efficacy were 

also nearly 7% higher following program completion. Surprisingly, despite these pro-democratic 

adjustments, the program had no detectable impact on participants authoritarian values. In fact, 

the mean response was a 0.6 on a 0 to 1 scale.  

Prior to their participation, student participants perceived democratic systems favourably, 

believing that democracy was better than other forms of government and that it is desirable in all 

countries of the world regardless of political tradition and culture.  And yet despite being pre-

treated – or more accurately despite selection of participants already high on the dependent 

measures – participation in the program seems to have strengthened beliefs regarding 

democracy.  In other words, although young people from all four post-communist countries may 

have a good understanding of democracy and supported it before their participation, their 

participation in the program nonetheless was associated on average with a further increase in 

their understanding of and support for democracy and beliefs about their ability to affect political 

change. 

 

Discussion  
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Can civic education programs help shape the views of democracy of young people from non-

democratic countries?  In an evaluation of participant survey data from one such program, we 

found that following participation, program participants were more supportive of both key 

democratic institutions and democracy overall.  Further, they also displayed greater feelings of 

efficacy, suggesting that they may have been more prepared to return and work for democracy in 

their home countries.  While some might note that these effects are substantively small, 

especially for such a strong treatment, it is important to consider them in light of the program 

participants themselves, who were at its start already quite supportive of democracy, especially 

for coming from non-democratic countries. Given this, the fact that the program had any impact 

is the more remarkable. 

The results leave questions unanswered regarding the depth and durability of these 

changes. For one, participation in the program did not seem to have any meaningful impact on 

participants underlying authoritarian values, which remained unchanged following completion of 

the program. Additionally, it is unclear to what degree program participants may also have been 

responding in a way that they believed might be expected by the program organisers (i.e. demand 

effects) or their peers in the program (i.e. social desirability pressures), especially as the final 

survey took place prior to their departure from Poland.   

There was also no scope in this project to clearly examine what might make a youth civic 

engagement program particularly effective. Aside from the difficulty here in fully accounting for 

the effect of the simple passage of time, other factors aside from the program itself that took 

place concurrently may be responsible for changes in participants’ attitudes. One example might 

be socialization: people recruited to such programs are given an opportunity for socialization, 
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which may strengthen their attitudes and opinions. Or perhaps simple enjoyment of the 

experience, which might give participants a rosier outlook on life overall.  We recognize here 

that a civic engagement program is a complex treatment that is difficult to decompose far enough 

to clearly identify what drives change in participant beliefs and attitudes.  Indeed, as Moehler 

(2010) pointed out, the complexity of democracy promotion programs makes evaluations in 

general difficult. Such programs tend to combine many different activities targeted at 

beneficiaries, which are difficult to capture in surveys of program participants.  Nonetheless, 

what ultimately matters – and what the NGOs running these programs place the greatest 

importance on – is that these programs seem to positively impact their participants. 

Beyond the scope of the program, we would ideally explore the impact of program 

participants return to their home countries, potentially looking at local indicators: increased 

numbers of young people registered to vote, increased number that actually voted, and increased 

numbers of young people joining youth clubs or organizations, etc. as compared to the pre-

evaluation period. However, doing so would be several degrees more complex than what has 

been done in the present study, which already encountered notable problems in merging the 

goals of academic research with the agendas of NGOs. Further, trying to follow program 

participants after the program ends also carries with it serious ethical concerns, involving 

interacting with participants in ways that could put them in danger in their home countries. More 

general questions of what impact programs can have are not so straightforward, be they in regard 

to the participatory levels of societies as whole, or whether citizen-focused democracy assistance 

is effective in enabling citizens to organize under non-democratic regimes to facilitate 

liberalization and democratization.  
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Taking into account the above, one might be tempted to say that young people in non-

democratic countries might not need civic education programs because they already seem to be 

well-educated, supportive of democracy, and feel politically efficacious. Thus, we might be 

optimistic about young people’s participation in the post-Soviet countries without any additional 

intervention. However, it would be ill-advised to dismiss the role of youth programs and it is 

necessary to consider other possible explanations. There is no easy way to generate politically 

engaged youth, and it will likely remain difficult to determine the democracy promotion 

program’s contribution; however, our study has demonstrated that the civic education programs 

can create a space, a platform for civic skills and mindedness development.   

 

Conclusion  

 

Participation lies at the heart of democracy, and it requires citizens to feel sufficiently 

empowered to act. Sustained engagement of citizens is at least in part the result of beliefs and 

perceptions regarding their role as citizens and their attitudes toward democracy. This article has 

demonstrated the efforts of NGOs from CEE countries to support young people via various 

programs in the post-Soviet countries. A typology and description of programs showed that 

NGOs interested in democracy promotion have clear and prevalent goals to activate and teach 

liberal-democratic values in young citizens in non-democratic countries. The research into more 

than 300 programs directed toward young people in Post-Soviet countries shows that democracy 

and active citizenship have been taught to young people with the support of NGOs from CEE 

countries by means of many different initiatives, ranging from teaching how to create an 

organization or youth-led media, to educate them about democracy, or to help them acquire 



 23 

certain soft skills such as strengthening public-opinion skills or how to debate. The content used 

in youth programs across the post-Soviet region is remarkably comparable and shows that NGOs 

from CEE countries aim to share their approach toward democracy and the role of citizens in 

society. It implies that NGOs can serve as conduits for democratic norms, which is especially 

important given the current pollical climate where some young democracies in the region 

(Poland and Hungary) are experiencing democratic crises.  

Given this recent erosion and backsliding in CEE countries, liberal democracy in these 

countries is under threat, and several recent events associated with growing destabilization in 

these countries undermines activities intended to promote democracy, which can be treated with 

suspicion. Nevertheless, if liberal democracy were to wane in Poland, for example, it could still 

credibly be believed that liberal democracy as a model would continue to be promoted both 

domestically and abroad by NGOs. Many of the representatives of organizations started 

investing in democratization processes in the neighbourhood in the 1990s, when civil society in 

CEE countries was still struggling with challenges related to political and economic transitions. 

Therefore, the new conditions they are facing today do not prevent them from supporting 

democracy elsewhere, as an example of the program under study shows. It is also an example of 

bypass assistance, which adds to knowledge of how donors can shape (political) development in 

recipient countries (Dietrich 2013, 2021; Dietrich and Wright 2015). 

The results from our evaluation the impact of one of the long-term civic education 

programs directed at young people from post-Soviet countries, suggest that such approaches may 

indeed be fruitful. Matching closely the content of the survey with the desired outcome of the 

program we were able to find that training experiences led to some changes among young 

participants in line with the democratic values and practices conveyed in the program. 
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Speaking of fruitfulness, we also place great hopes on future research, which can improve 

upon the present work in several key ways.  First, we hope that future work will improve upon 

the present work and succeed where we have not in providing true causal evaluations of civic 

education programs. In planning partnerships with NGOs, it is important to recognize that NGOs 

may be under pressures to manage donors’ expectations – and impassive to the concerns about 

causal inference of academics –which could result in a selection of the ‘best and brightest’ for 

program participation.  Beyond a successful randomization – even if around the cut-off -- good 

causal inference of program outcomes hinges on the ability to survey (with good coverage) not 

only those who participate, but also those who do not. Additionally, with regards to participant 

selection, we also must wonder whether the kind of participant we observed in our study are in 

fact the ones who might benefit the most. As we have shown, there is evidence that selected 

program participants are already very capable and favourable to democracy prior to even 

beginning the program, which we suspect has led the impact of the program to appear to be 

relatively muted. While fortunately even very capable program participants seem to benefit, in 

may be the case that other ‘less prepared’ participants might benefit to an even greater degree. 

 Second, while participants feelings about democracy and their own capacity to shape 

public life have been shown to be of great importance for fomenting engagement, ideally future 

studies would also attempt to capture more concrete outcomes. For example, asking participants 

about their implementation intentions – what will they do with their newfound knowledge once 

they return home? Moreover, as difficult as it may be, future studies measuring the impact of 

youth programs should try to connect better how changes in self-reported perceptions and 

opinions of young participants in civic education programs indeed translate into activism, 

including by connecting micro-level and macro-level approaches more effectively.  Even if 



 25 

youth programs can affect the political activism of their participants, the impact those programs 

can have on the participatory levels of societies as whole is not so straightforward. Nevertheless, 

although it is exciting to find out whether former participants voted, participated in a debate or 

protest, or became more interested in politics, there is still the problem of attribution as it is 

uncertain to what extent that increased participation was due to the democracy promotion efforts 

if not other factors. Undoubtedly, there is no easy way to evaluate the democracy promotion 

programs directed toward young people. However, there is something that can be learned from 

this study: programs directed at youth from post-Soviet countries by organizations from 

neighbouring countries do attempt to generate politically engaged youth by creating a space and 

a platform for civic skills and mindedness development, which otherwise would not be possible 

in their own countries. 
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1 Democracy promotion programs led by NGOs tend to support existing pro-democracy groups within non-

democratic countries (e.g. NGOs and other civil society actors), but also to focus directly on the role of youth 

participation. This is especially the case if cooperation with independent organizations is difficult or impossible 

because of restrictions placed on them by the government of their country, such as in Belarus (Carothers and 

Brechenmacher 2014; Dupuy and Prakash 2016; Gershman and Allen 2006). 
2 Other terms are also used such as education for “democratic citizenship”, “civic education programs,” or 

“education for active participation” activities. 
3 The selection of NGOs from four CEE countries that promote youth assistance in Post-Soviet countries was made in 

three steps. First, we selected NGO associations in four CEE countries affiliated with the EU’s umbrella organization 

of national associations engaged in developmental and humanitarian aid including democracy assistance, CONCORD, 

which is the European confederation of relief and development NGOs. The following associations in Central and 

Eastern European countries are members of this confederation: FoRS (the Czech Forum for Development 

Cooperation), the Hungarian Association of NGOs for Development and Humanitarian Aid (HAND), the Platforma 

MVRO in Slovakia, the Grupa Zagranica in Poland. Then, we selected NGOs from the CEE countries that are active 

in the field of youth assistance in Post-Soviet countries, including Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, Russia, and Ukraine. 

Finally, the selection of organizations was supplemented by internet searches and recommendations from fieldwork 
in these countries. In order to create a database of all youth programs from the selected organizations, we used website 

materials, program descriptions, reports and other information obtained from organizations and donors. 
4 We did not find any such programs implemented by Hungarian NGOs.  
5 The main coordinators have been two organizations: The Leaders for Change and the Borussia Foundation, which 

are responsible for the substantive and organizational side of the program.  Employees of both organizations form 

the “STP Team” consisting of people with experience in the implementation of Eastern programs, knowledge about 

the specificity of the region and contacts in the countries from which beneficiaries of the program come from 

(Russia, Belarus, Moldova, Ukraine). 
6 We divided applicants into three groups: those who will be accepted into the program for certain (i.e. without 

randomization), those who will reject from the program for certain because do not fulfill the criteria and those who 

will have a random chance of being accepted into the program. As the result, the access to the program still relied on 

a student’s qualifications, because the group people fell into depended upon the scores and place on the ranking list. 
The lottery around the cutoff was conducted separately for each nationality because the ranking list of students was 

prepared for each nationality and was based on the evaluation in three categories.  
7 As an example, the allocation for Ukrainian young people applying to the program. Since the goal was to invite 

100 young people from four countries, and usually the greatest number of applicants are Ukrainians, the 

organization chose to accept 59 young people from Ukraine. All those with a place on the ranking list between 1-35 

were accepted outright and those with place 86 on the raking list and below were rejected. The access to the program 

was randomized for students on ranking list 36-85. However, those on the ranking list between 36 and 60 have a 

60% probability of being accepted to the program because they had greater qualifications while those with a place 

between 61 and 85 have 40% chance of getting into the program and they were randomly selected. 
8 While this was not ideal because of concerns regarding both possible experimenter demand effects as well as being 

able to assess the durability of the treatment effects, it was necessary in order to collect the post-treatment data while 
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ensuring participants’ safety and relative candor. Participants may not have been able to answer the same way upon 

returning to their own countries, for fear of reprisal.  
9 Inspiration for the formulation of questions came from established and long-running surveys such as the 

International Social Survey Program (ISSP) and World Values Survey as well as work by Ferrin and Kriesi (2016), 

Dalton (2014), and Vráblíková (2017).  The full list of survey items may be found in the Appendix. 
10 In general, there were around 500 candidates applying in each wave of the program, which give us around 2000 

candidates in four waves of the program Spring 2015-Fall 2016. Unfortunately, since the survey was not obligatory, 

only around 700 baseline survey was filled out, which gives 30% survey response rate. There were around 440 

participants out of 2000 candidates selected to the program the survey response rate was also 30% thus we have 

around 140 baseline surveys. Additionally, we were granted General Data Protection Regulation approval, so NGOs 

did not allow us to have access to data which would also help us better identify the participants in the control group.  
11 Question wording for this all-other items are available in the Appendix. 
12 We consider these to be beliefs as opposed to political knowledge because while some questions have clearer 

answers than others, i.e., some elements participants were asked about are more essential to democracy, even among 

scholars the hallmarks of democracy are contested and to some degree contested.  


