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Chapter 4
The Well-Being of Young People in Europe 
During the Pandemic: The Social Ties, 
Labor Market Integration, and the Social 
Inequalities

Dragan Stanojević, Bojan Todosijević, and Anja Gvozdanović

4.1 � Introduction

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, spanning from spring 2020 to spring 2023, 
European countries encountered significant social, economic, and political reper-
cussions due to the implementation of policies designed to curb the spread of the 
virus and address its consequences. Physical distancing, social isolation, curfews, 
movement restrictions, limitations on public space interactions, institutional clo-
sures (especially educational institutions), transition to remote work, and employee 
layoffs, have served as policy instruments employed to varying extents across 
European nations for over 2 years. The adverse implications on the well-being of 
the youth have been well-documented, prompting an increasing discourse regarding 
the “COVID generation,” characterized by a significant deterioration in mental 
health, substantial disruptions in education, heightened vulnerability in the labor 
market, and hindrances to prospective career trajectories (UNICEF 2020).

Young people1 were more frequently subject to job loss, cessation of job-seeking 
efforts, and encountered challenges in making ends meet (Palmer and Small 2021). 

1 In the field of youth studies, conceptualizations of the youth through age range vary considerably, 
often delimited at 25, 30, or 35 years. For the purpose of our analysis, we propose categorizing 
youth as individuals aged 15–35 years. This broader spectrum pertains to distinct developmental 
stages, starting from puberty and concluding when physiological and emotional maturity is 
attained, often encompassing an extended duration (Furlong 2012).
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Pre-existing involvement in precarious employment structures, notably temporary 
and part-time contracts, rendered them more susceptible to challenges associated 
with financial instability and housing insecurity, both exacerbated during the pan-
demic. Countries have adopted diverse and often inadequately transparent and sus-
tained approaches towards the pandemic, implementing, modifying, and retracting 
various policy measures. These actions have further heightened the sense of insecu-
rity and distrust. Furthermore, imposing restrictions on gatherings and suspending a 
significant portion of political activities (including the prohibition of protests, col-
lective actions, election postponements, etc.) has compounded the youth’s percep-
tion of diminished connectedness and reduced readiness for collective action.

During the COVID-19 crisis, the trajectory of youth life satisfaction exhibited 
notable fluctuations, correlating with the imposition and alleviation of isolation 
measures. Despite the apparent rise in life satisfaction during the spring and sum-
mer of 2020, coinciding with the relaxation of restrictions, the enforcement of more 
rigorous measures in 2021 precipitated the nadir of youth life satisfaction 
(Eurofound 2021).

The subject of this chapter is the relationship between life satisfaction, as an 
indicator of the well-being of young individuals, and various forms of integration—
social, economic, and political—during the pandemic. Common sense suggests that 
higher level of social integration often corresponds to increased access to resources, 
heightened resilience, and consequently, a greater level of life satisfaction. This 
assumption becomes particularly compelling when examining these relationships 
amid the COVID-19 crisis, which has resulted in social isolation and the atomiza-
tion of individuals (Baarck et al. 2021). However, our pivotal research question that 
we aim to address is whether young people who are more effectively integrated are 
more satisfied or if certain forms of integration are associated with greater dissatis-
faction and frustration. Alternatively, it is of interest to ascertain whether dissatis-
faction might, in fact, foster a greater propensity to connect with others and engage 
in collective actions. This inquiry gives rise to several specific questions. In what 
manner have informal contacts, social interactions, and connections with others 
functioned as factors of resilience? Are different forms of political integration (par-
ticipation) associated with life satisfaction? How is labor market integration related 
to life satisfaction, and in what manner, if at all? Do societies characterized by 
greater equality and solidarity contribute to a more positive self-perception among 
young individuals?

We will first focus on the theoretical background of the relationship between life 
satisfaction and the three dimensions of integration: social ties, participation in the 
labor market, and political participation. Namely, we will discuss the findings of 
current research regarding the link between life satisfaction of youth and social 
integration (including informal contacts and experiences of discrimination), labor 
market integration and political participation in Europe. Following this, in the 
methodological section, we will delineate the indicators used and the methodology 
applied. In the subsequent section, we will present the analyses, and in the discus-
sion, we will endeavor to connect the findings with theoretical frameworks and 
contextual characteristics.
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4.2 � Theoretical Background

4.2.1 � Social Integration

Primary Social Ties and Social Capital  In this study, we examine the role of hori-
zontal social ties, primarily friendships and familial connections. Social capital, 
consisting of trust-based connections, represents both a societal and individual 
resource in everyday life. This is especially true for strong ties (Granovetter 1973), 
characterized not only by reciprocity, trust, and shared norms but also by emotional 
intensity and frequent contact. Friendships, classified as bonding social capital by 
Putnam (2000), provide young people with a sense of security and belonging, gen-
erating practical knowledge and skills related to the challenges of growing up and 
facing life’s inevitable limitations (Boeck 2007). Close friendships also offer social 
support during times of crisis and stress, addressing current material, emotional, 
and other needs (Amichai-Hamburger et al. 2013). Active friendships and networks, 
or awareness of their “safety-net” function, contribute to life satisfaction and sub-
jective well-being, regardless of age (Crocetti and Meeus 2014; Delhey and 
Dragolov 2016).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, public health policies in most European Union 
countries focused on reducing the number of COVID-19 cases and minimizing the 
risk of virus spread. This involved some form of lockdown and restrictions on move-
ment, discouraging social interactions. Such circumstances posed a significant chal-
lenge, necessitating adaptation to a crisis with an uncertain endpoint. During the 
pandemic, two notable phenomena among young people were detected: the increase 
in feelings of social isolation (Baarck et al. 2021) and the shift of social interactions, 
especially during school closures, towards the virtual realm facilitated by digital 
technologies (Drouin et al. 2020; Fernandes et al. 2020). At the same time, both 
social isolation and intensified online communication are not mutually exclusive but 
can be complementary.

Social isolation refers to an inadequate or insufficient number and poor quality 
of interactions with others, influenced by various individual and social factors (Clair 
et al. 2021). During the early stages of the COVID-19 outbreak, a significant pro-
portion of individuals in the European Union experienced frequent feelings of lone-
liness, more than doubling the rate found in a comparable survey from pre-pandemic 
2016. Notably, the impact of isolation and lockdown measures was particularly pro-
nounced among the youth. In the period from April to July 2020, young people 
experienced a surge in loneliness to four times the rate reported 4 years earlier 
(Baarck et al. 2021).

Recent psychological studies indicate a correlation between higher levels of 
social isolation and lower levels of life satisfaction and subjective well-being (Birditt 
et al. 2021; Clair et al. 2021). Conversely, a sense of belonging and social support 
associated with intense social interactions is positively correlated with higher well-
being and life satisfaction across all age cohorts (Ahmadiani et al. 2022; Ciziceno 
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2022; Crowley and Walsh 2018, 2021; Helliwell 2006; Onal et al. 2022; Putnam 
2000; Sarmiento Prieto et  al. 2023). Therefore, the widespread feeling of social 
isolation is likely to impact the level of well-being or life satisfaction among young 
people. Given the growing prevalence of the “online life” of young people, it raises 
the question of whether the importance of online social interactions for well-being 
and life satisfaction is equivalent to that in the real world. Happiness and feelings of 
loneliness among young people during the COVID-19 pandemic were not corre-
lated with the intensity of their virtual interactions (Towner et  al. 2022). If we 
extrapolate this finding to the relationship between social capital and life satisfac-
tion, we can cautiously conclude that their connection is effectively built when rela-
tionships of trust and reciprocity are established and maintained through regular 
face-to-face contact.

Hypothesis 1: Young people with higher levels of bonding social capital express 
significantly higher levels of life satisfaction.

Ethnic Discrimination  Research dedicated to the pandemic period and social 
inequalities almost unanimously concludes that the pandemic has exacerbated and 
underscored existing gender, racial, economic, and ethnic inequalities. In addition, 
ethnic minorities across European countries generally reported lower life satisfac-
tion than members of the ethnic majority even before the pandemic (Kööts-Ausmees 
and Realo 2016). Therefore, minority groups, already facing an unfavorable social 
position, experienced even greater challenges during the pandemic, with significant 
differences in access to healthcare, employment, housing solutions, and income 
(Gould and Wilson 2020). A global review and meta-analysis of ethnic inequalities 
during the pandemic confirmed that the disparities in health outcomes were primar-
ily due to varying levels of risks, with institutional racism and racial discrimination 
recognized as underlying causes (Irizar et al. 2023). The health and economic bur-
den of the crisis were unevenly distributed across social categories in most Western 
societies (Ahmed et al. 2023; Fouskas et al. 2022; Irizar et al. 2023; Katikireddi 
et al. 2021; Platt 2021). For instance, data on COVID-19 mortality in the UK showed 
that nearly all ethnic minority groups faced greater mortality risks compared to the 
White British majority within the same age cohort (Platt and Warwick 2020). Given 
this context, it is expected that groups more exposed to various stressors related to 
life security during the pandemic are at a greater risk of compromised mental health 
and, consequently, reduced life satisfaction (Lenoir and Wong 2023).

The crisis, uncertainty, and unpredictable daily life create fertile ground for the 
rise of xenophobia, racism, and nationalism in the public and political spheres. In 
times of crisis, widespread feelings of insecurity, personal threat, and social insta-
bility contribute to an increase in authoritarian tendencies, known as the authoritar-
ian reflex (Inglehart 2018). Some citizens develop a tendency to rally around 
authoritative figures, displaying a strong sense of unity and conformity within their 
group, strict adherence to the group’s standards, and a dismissal of those not part of 
the group (Inglehart 2018). Elias et al. (2021) argue that the COVID-19 pandemic is 
linked to racism and xenophobia in two fundamental ways. First, there is an increase 
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in racist sentiment towards minority groups during periods of widespread existen-
tial threat. In the past, ethnic or racial minorities were often targeted with dehuman-
izing narratives by the majority, blaming them for various societal misfortunes 
(Elias et al. 2021), and the COVID-19 pandemic is no exception. The second way in 
which the pandemic and racism are connected is the social moment in the Western 
world when the pandemic began, characterized by the rise in exclusive nationalism 
that then intensified xenophobic racism. With an ongoing anti-migrant narrative in 
the political life of some European societies, the pandemic era further complicated 
the integration process for immigrants, asylum seekers, and refugees (Fouskas et al. 
2022). Additionally, individuals of Asian descent experienced anti-Asian discrimi-
nation (Litam and Oh 2021; Wang et al. 2021), contributing to the mental health 
deterioration of this ethnic group. For example, experiences of COVID-19-related 
racial discrimination among American Chinese were identified as a strong predictor 
of depression (Litam and Oh 2021). In Canada, individuals born in the country 
expressed significantly higher levels of life satisfaction than Asian immigrants 
before the pandemic (Helliwell et al. 2020). Regarding the mental health of young 
people, a German study found that the state of mental health before and during the 
early stages of the pandemic remained relatively consistent among ethnic Germans 
and various minority groups. However, the stress associated with the pandemic 
posed threats to the mental health of young people, particularly due to increased 
experiences of discrimination and health concerns among Asian minorities and 
health concerns within Turkish, Middle Eastern, and African minority communities 
(Plenty et al. 2021).

Hypothesis 2: Young people who belong to an ethnic minority express significantly 
lower levels of life satisfaction than those who belong to an ethnic majority.

4.2.2 � Labor Market Integration

Employment constitutes a significant aspect of the transition to adulthood, serving 
as a crucial prerequisite for financial autonomy (Arnett 2014; Furlong et al. 2017). 
The work transitions of young people in European countries commonly start with a 
series of temporary and insecure jobs, and those with lower educational back-
grounds often experience extended periods of unemployment. Consequently, their 
life trajectories are exposed to various risks and uncertainties (Beck 1992; Furlong 
and Cartmel 1997). Furlong et al. (2017, 18) characterize this position as liminal, as 
it does not enable young individuals to become “fully adult.” In a society marked by 
job insecurity, planning becomes challenging, constraining the agency of young 
people and leading to discomfort and anxiety (Chesters and Cuervo 2019). 
Therefore, the relationship between labor market integration and the well-being of 
young individuals exhibits robust associations.

When employed and adequately rewarded for their efforts, young individuals 
express higher satisfaction levels than those who are unemployed and inactive. 
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Moreover, those engaged in more secure employment with permanent contracts 
report greater satisfaction than their counterparts involved in temporary and less 
stable contractual arrangements (Vancea and Utzet 2017). Furthermore, young indi-
viduals classified as Not in Education, Employment, or Training (NEET) report 
lower life satisfaction compared to their peers who are employed or undergoing 
education (Jongbloed and Giret 2022).

While these associations are generally present, the mechanism through which 
one’s position in the labor market leads to (dis)satisfaction is complex and contextu-
ally conditioned.2 Employed individuals generate income, affording them a level of 
control to manage their lives and the ability to organize their future, making improve-
ments in various life domains such as housing, relationships, and family (Furlong 
et al. 2017). Although income is commonly recognized as the primary reason for 
increased life satisfaction, a job can also serve as the foundation for identity (Ezzy 
1993), self-esteem, a sense of purpose, but also a way to structure daily activities, to 
generate social capital, and more (Jahoda 1981; Voßemer and Eunicke 2015).

Getting and losing a job can have varying effects on life satisfaction depending on 
the situation and the significance individuals attribute to these events. As Frey and 
Stutzer (2002, 101) point out “individuals tend to evaluate their own situation relative 
to other persons. For most persons, unemployment lowers their happiness less if they 
are not alone with this particular fate. When unemployment is seen to hit many per-
sons, one knows or hears of, both the psychic and the social effects are mitigated.” 
Furthermore, the flexibility of contracts and working hours may be desirable in some 
instances and imposed options in others, contingent upon the social context and the 
individual’s circumstances. For example, during academic studies, temporary 
employment may be preferable as it allows flexibility, but a similar arrangement may 
be challenging for a young parent responsible for bills and child-rearing. Flexible 
work arrangements, such as remote work, ordinarily provide greater autonomy and 
control over the work process and the potential for better work-life balance (Gajendran 
and Harrison 2007). Data during the COVID-19 crisis indicate that such arrange-
ments presented new challenges as boundaries between private and work life were 
disrupted, especially when most household members were intensely present within 
the household. Nevertheless, remote work remained associated with higher satisfac-
tion compared to in-office work (Kondratowicz et al. 2022; Susilo 2020).

Analyses of the labor market situation during the COVID-19 crisis reveal that 
young individuals were particularly vulnerable to risks, given that, even before the 
pandemic, this age group had the highest proportion engaged in non-standard and 
precarious employment (MacDonald 2017). Temporary jobs are the first to be 
affected in times of crisis, leading young people in such positions to be among the 

2 In the literature, various theoretical frameworks are used to explain this relationship. These 
include functionalist and deprivation approach (Jahoda 1981), vitamin model (Warr 1987), agency 
theory (Fryer 1986), and sociological approach via identity theory (Ezzy 1993), all of which serve 
as foundational concepts that are subsequently critiqued and developed further. Voßemer and 
Eunicke (2015) provide an extensive overview of the literature and research on the relationship 
between employment and the well-being of young people.
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first to lose their jobs, consequently elevating the unemployment rate. At the EU 
level, within just 1 year of the crisis’s inception, youth employment dropped 2.8 
percentage points (European Union 2022). Prior to the onset of the pandemic, youth 
in European countries were disproportionately employed in sectors particularly vul-
nerable to the crisis, namely accommodation and food services, wholesale and 
retail, and health and social work.

From August 2019 to August 2020, the share of unemployed individuals in the 
EU increased from 15 to 18.5%. The NEET category increased by approximately 
1.5 percentage points between 2019 and 2020 (Konle-Seidl and Picarella 2021). 
These data only partially reveal the depth of the problem, as a significant number of 
young individuals (an additional 2.4 percentage points) lost their jobs, became tem-
porarily inactive, or ceased their job search, leading to a substantial rise in the inac-
tivity rates among the youth (Anderton et al. 2020; Konle-Seidl and Picarella 2021). 
The situation in non-EU European countries was similar, with minor variations.

Hypothesis 3: Young people who are employed are more satisfied compared to those 
who are unemployed.

Hypothesis 4: Young people who work from home are more satisfied compared to 
those who worked in offices during the COVID-19 crisis

4.2.3 � Political Participation and Life Satisfaction

Political integration is an essential aspect of general social integration, especially 
for the young people in democracies as they are entering adulthood and the world of 
political rights and duties. Political integration is a complex phenomenon that could 
be expressed in various ways. Arguably, political participation is among its most 
direct indicators. Taking part in political activities such as voting in elections, con-
tacting politicians, joining a political party, or participating in demonstrations are 
signs of being integrated into the political domain of the social world.

Political participation3 is an obvious candidate variable for helping understand 
youth well-being in society. The COVID-19 era is perhaps a particularly relevant 
context, as it was a period of increased politicization in many countries (e.g., 
Rothgerber et al. 2020). However, it is not immediately and intuitively clear why 
political participation should be associated with life satisfaction. Political activity is 
rarely accompanied by immediate reward (utility in economists’ terminology) but is 
often accompanied by frustration. Pacheco and Lange (2010, 688), therefore, rhe-
torically ask: “Given political participation as a seemingly futile activity to realize 
individual preferences, why would we expect a positive relationship between 

3 According to Verba and Nie (1972, 9), “Political participation is the means by which the interests, 
desires and demands of the ordinary citizen are communicated (…) all those activities by private 
citizens that are more or less directly aimed at influencing the selection of governmental personnel 
and/or decisions they make.”
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participation and enhanced utility?” Indeed, while political participation is a rather 
popular research topic, the relationship with life satisfaction only recently gained 
momentum, while research focused on youth political participation is still relatively 
rare (cf., Weiss 2020).

Participating in politics is, in fact, found to be associated with the feeling of well-
being in different countries in various ways (e.g., Dorn et al. 2008; Frey and Stutzer 
2000b; He et al. 2022; Laurence 2021; Lindholm 2020; Owen et al. 2008; Pacheco 
and Lange 2010; Vega-Tinoco et al. 2022). The involved mechanism may be based 
on the feeling of accomplishment, a sense of efficacy, self-appreciation for taking 
part in an activity aimed to contribute to the welfare of the society (“procedural util-
ity,” Frey and Stutzer 2000b), and so on. Laurence (2021, 322), for instance, con-
cludes “that participation’s impact needs to be understood through both social- and 
psychological-resource models, with positive indirect effects observed via struc-
tural/cognitive elements of social capital as well as perceived control/social 
efficacy.”

At the same time, researchers argued that it is the experience of well-being that 
affects political participation (e.g., Barnes et  al. 1979; Flavin and Keane 2012; 
Lindholm 2020; Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 2011). For instance, Weitz-Shapiro and 
Winters (2011, 118) conclude that “our data are more consistent with the claim that 
happiness causes people to participate.” The causality is explained by interpreting 
subjective well-being as a “psychological resource for the purpose of political par-
ticipation due to its positive influence on self-efficacy and motivation to invest time 
and effort into political activities” (Lindholm 2020, 472). Also, the influence may be 
exerted through identification with the socio-political system and broader social 
integration. In line with these ambiguities, Lorenzini (2015, 383) observed that 
“Several researchers have used subjective well-being to explain political participa-
tion […]. Others have analysed it as resulting from political institutions and partici-
pation,” however, he prefers the “satisfaction influences participation” causal 
direction rather than vice versa.

Not only could causal direction go both ways, but the direction of association has 
also been found to be positive, negative, and non-existent. For instance, feelings of 
not-well-being may be a strong motive for political participation as a generator of 
the desire to change (something in) society. Indeed, it was reported that life dissat-
isfaction may foster youth propensity for political protest (e.g., Barnes et al. 1979; 
Lorenzini 2015; Marsh 1977). Conversely, Flavin and Keane (2012) concluded that 
life satisfaction does not contribute to protest activities. To make matters more com-
plex and difficult for a simple résumé, Lorenzini (2015, 382–3) found an interesting 
interaction of political participation with unemployment in Switzerland, concluding 
that life satisfaction (LS) “fosters unemployed youth protest activities. In addition, 
[...] LS hinders employed youth contacting activities.”

One reason contributing to the diversity of research findings is the complexity of 
the phenomenon of political participation. It has been noted long ago that political 
participation is not a simple and unitary phenomenon easy to define (e.g., Barnes 
et al. 1979; Fox 2014; Sabucedo and Arce 1991; Van Deth 2014; Weiss 2020). To 
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better understand it and derive more useful research hypotheses, separating various 
forms or modes of political participation proved helpful. Lindholm (2020), for 
instance, differentiates formal and protest-oriented political participation. Similar, 
and perhaps the best known, is the division between conventional and unconven-
tional modes of participation (Barnes et al. 1979).

Conventional modes of political participation are those that are, so to say, pre-
scribed by the actual political system and widely regarded as common and legiti-
mate modes of participation. Examples are voting at elections, political party 
activism, or writing letters to representatives. Given the system-supporting and 
institutionalized nature of the conventional political participation, it is unsurprising 
that a positive association with well-being is often found with indicators of this 
form of political participation (e.g., Flavin and Keane 2012). Unconventional modes 
of political participation would be those that are less commonly practiced and often 
not explicitly codified (non-institutionalized) or even allowed by the political sys-
tem (Pitti 2018). Here, the examples would be online engagement, participation in 
demonstrations and protests, signing petitions, boycotting products, and similar.

This distinction seems particularly useful for the study of association with life 
satisfaction. Conventional participation might be seen as stemming more from the 
perceived legitimacy of the system, trust in the rules of the democratic process, and 
so on. With the sense of performing the duty of basic political participation (e.g., 
voting), this would lead to an enhanced feeling of well-being. Yet, another dynamic 
is also conceivable. For instance, high political polarization, i.e., strong negative 
attitudes towards political opponents, may stimulate both conventional participation 
and decrease feelings of well-being.

The unconventional forms of participation often reflect a negative attitude con-
cerning some issues that are strong enough to motivate one for some unconventional 
activities. This is relevant since those activities are often seen as resource-demanding 
(in terms of time, money, and risks). Hence, these political participation forms seem 
likely to be associated with lower life satisfaction. In fact, such findings (e.g., nega-
tive association of life satisfaction with protest activity) have been reported in the 
literature (e.g., Barnes et al. 1979; Lorenzini 2015; Marsh 1977), although not uni-
versally (e.g., Flavin and Keane 2012). This is not necessarily surprising. 
Unconventional activism, such as pro-government demonstrations, can also be 
system-supportive and, therefore, positively or not associated with life satisfaction.

While we follow the literature in separating the two outlined forms of political 
participation, we treat voting at elections as a separate entity, the third form of polit-
ical participation. While it is perhaps the most conventional of all forms, it is also 
unique. It is the most widespread form of participation in democracies—every citi-
zen has the right to participate in elections, and many do. In fact, in some countries, 
voting in national elections is compulsory. All other forms of conventional partici-
pation (those represented in our data, at least) are far less often practiced. Hence, the 
motivation behind voting and other forms of conventional participation might differ. 
Voting is a more explicit and direct expression of the system’s acceptance, so we 
expect it to be most positively associated with life satisfaction. While this could 
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apply to the general population, it seems to be especially relevant for the youth 
because it appears that those more conventional ones are more likely to take part in 
voting earlier (youth initially shows lower levels of participation, which then 
increases with age, cf. Quintelier 2007).4

It is time to turn to the issue of what should be expected to be specific for youth 
political participation under the extraordinary conditions of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Unsurprisingly, the expectations are not clear because the individual ESS 
(European Social Survey) studies analyzed here were not conducted simultane-
ously, which means they were conducted during different phases of the pandemic. 
Also, different countries implemented different policies (e.g., restrictions on free 
movement), making deriving specific predictions unfeasible. Still, in general terms, 
participation might have been increasingly motivated by negative feelings, i.e., gen-
eral dissatisfaction, given that governments were often blamed for not performing 
well in that context. Higher life satisfaction/well-being under such conditions could 
be accompanied by a more passive political outlook, especially because avoiding 
unnecessary social contacts would also mean avoiding some forms of political 
activism. So, overall, we would expect life satisfaction to be negatively associated 
with unconventional political participation and positively with conventional politi-
cal participation, especially voting. The voting variable is specific in several regards. 
The ESS (European Social Survey) question asks about voting at “the last election,” 
which in some cases means before the pandemic, and in others during a pandemic 
phase with fewer restrictions. In both cases, we may expect the association to be 
more akin to the usual findings of the positive association of voting with life 
satisfaction.

The derived expectations do not seem particularly specific for young people, 
partly because the background literature reports general findings, not specifically 
for age categories.5 Research on youth political attitudes and behavior outlined cer-
tain specificities, well summarized by Quintelier (2007, 165), who concluded that 
“young people are less concerned with politics, less politically knowledgeable, do 
not participate in social or political activities, are more apathetic, and have low lev-
els of political interest.” However, these findings mainly deal with the level of cer-
tain variables but not so much with the relationships between variables, which is the 
concern of the present paper.

4 For example, while the latter half of the twentieth century witnessed a decrease in overall elec-
toral participation, this decline was particularly notable among young people (Fieldhouse et al. 
2007). Conversely, some scholars argue that over the past few decades, voter turnout has remained 
steady and relatively high among young people in Europe (Pilkington and Pollock 2015).
5 For a recent literature review on youth political participation, see Weiss (2020). In her words, “In 
conclusion, it can be said that the definition of youth political participation is currently nothing 
more than general political participation.” (Weiss 2020, 9). The main difference is in the level of 
political engagement, and in different conception of the “political” among the younger genera-
tions. No generalizations seem to have been made about different relationships between political 
participation and other major variables in this context, including life satisfaction.
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Hypotheses 5, 6, 7: life satisfaction is positively associated with (5) voting and (6) 
conventional participation, and (7) negatively with unconventional political 
participation.

4.3 � Contextual Variations

In comparative research, it is important to consider the potential role of contextual 
variables, whether as background variables to control for the role of some cross-
country differences or as variables that have direct and interactive effects. In this 
paper, we focus on two contextual variables dealing with inequalities between and 
within countries: GDP (Gross Domestic Product) per capita and the GINI inequality 
coefficient.

The relationship between income inequality (GINI) and life satisfaction is not 
unequivocal. National and cross-country research shows mixed effects, indicating a 
positive (Cheung 2018; Berg and Veenhoven 2010), or a negative (Alesina et al. 
2004; Graafland and Lous 2018; Schröder 2016; Verme 2011) association between. 
These discrepancies result from various methodological approaches, employed 
variables, statistical techniques, and contextual specificities (Verme 2011). In the 
sociology, the most prominent theory that explains the relationship between inequal-
ity and satisfaction is the theory of relative deprivation (Runciman 1966). This 
approach highlights the significance of reference groups with whom individuals 
compare themselves and the importance of the perception of the fairness of distribu-
tion, suggesting that higher levels of inequality lead to lower life satisfaction. The 
perception of inequality and actual social disparities often lead to dissatisfaction, 
but also societies marked by inequality tend to experience related issues such as 
social isolation, poverty, crime, and socio-political instability, which further influ-
ence overall satisfaction levels. Comparative analyses of European societies gener-
ally indicate a negative association between life satisfaction and income inequalities 
(Alesina et al. 2004; Hajdu and Hajdu 2014). Europeans generally exhibit lower life 
satisfaction in countries characterized by significant income disparities. Research 
specifically focusing on young individuals in this regard is lacking, and our assump-
tion is that greater income inequalities among European countries will lead to lower 
life satisfaction among the youth.

GDP Per Capita  Although the debate on the manner and extent of the relationship 
between wealth and satisfaction is ongoing, the majority of studies investigating 
cross-country differences indicate a positive association between GDP per capita and 
life satisfaction. Research in Europe also demonstrates clear connections between 
these two variables (Degutis et al. 2010), and Pittau et al. (2010, 358) provide expla-
nations for the content of this relationship “in Europe GDP per capita is highly cor-
related with levels and quality of basic facilities and services, such as transportation 
and communications systems, and with levels and quality of public institutions like 
schools and hospitals, as well as with low levels of crime and corruption,” leading to 
a higher degree of comfort, predictability, and consequently, satisfaction.
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4.4 � Method

4.4.1 � Data

To examine the relationship between life satisfaction, different forms of social inte-
gration, and characteristics of the social context, we used data from the tenth cycle 
of the European Social Survey6 (ESS10-2023), conducted across 31 countries dur-
ing the years 2020–2022. The ESS data collection was performed during the 
COVID-19 crisis and was marked by several disruptions due to national-level health 
measures that prevented in-person interviews. Sub-populations comprising indi-
viduals aged 15–35 years were extracted for this analysis.7 The ESS instrument 
encompasses a set of indicators that measure social, economic, and political integra-
tion. We used two standard indicators of contextual variations—GINI and GDP per 
capita. For the GDP per capita (expressed in current US dollars) data, we used the 
World Data Bank database (World Bank 2022). The source for the GINI coefficient 
was the EUROSTAT database (Eurostat 2021).

4.4.2 � Research Design and Analytical Methods

Dependent Variable
Outcome variable—life satisfaction was assessed using the following question: “All 
things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole nowadays?” 
Responses were recorded on an 11-point scale, where a rating of 0 indicates extreme 
dissatisfaction, and a rating of 10 represents extreme satisfaction.

Independent Variables
Social Integration. To better understand the role of social integration in shaping 
well-being, we employed two indicators: the frequency of social contacts and the 
experience of ethnic discrimination. For the first indicator, “Frequency of Social 
Contacts,” posed a fundamental question: “How often do you socially meet with 
friends, relatives, or colleagues?” Respondents were given a scale of 1 to 7, from 
“Never” to “Every day,” allowing us to capture the regularity of social interactions. 
The second indicator delved into the experience of ethnic discrimination as a perti-
nent factor that can influence an individual’s sense of belonging and overall 
well-being.

6 European Social Survey European Research Infrastructure (ESS ERIC). (2023). ESS10 inte-
grated file, edition 3.2 [Data set]. Sikt—Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and 
Research. https://doi.org/10.21338/ess10e03_2.
7 While this data, when isolated, is not representative for the youth population on a per-country 
basis, it nevertheless provides adequate information to explore associations between the variables 
of interest.
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Political Participation. Political integration is an important aspect of general 
social integration, especially for young people in democracies. We treat political 
integration as commensurable to political participation. Our investigation was 
guided by three distinct indicators: conventional participation, unconventional par-
ticipation, and voting. Conventional participation encompassed activities such as 
wearing campaign badges, contacting politicians, and active involvement in politi-
cal parties or action groups. Voting was measured by whether respondents partici-
pated in the most recent election. Unconventional participation included diverse 
activities, from online engagement to participation in demonstrations, signing peti-
tions, engagement with civic organizations, and making purchase decisions for 
political reasons. These are fairly standard measures used to operationalize political 
participation.

Labor Market Integration. This facet was assessed through three indicators: 
employment status, work location (office or home), and the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the labour market. Employment status classified individuals into either 
employed or unemployed/inactive categories. Work location is considered the place 
of work, distinguishing between office-based and remote work, which took on a 
new dimension of relevance during the pandemic. Additionally, the study investi-
gated the “Force Majeure” indicator, which assessed whether respondents experi-
enced various labor market disruptions since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
including job losses, reductions in income, decreased working hours, furloughs, and 
forced unpaid leave or holiday.

Social Context Indicators. We examined social context variables that capture the 
disparities between countries, shedding light on the economic and income inequali-
ties that can significantly influence well-being. Two primary indicators were used to 
assess these inequalities: GDP per capita and the GINI coefficient. GDP per capita 
provides insights into the average income or wealth possessed by the population in 
a given nation and serves as a measure of wealth differences between countries. The 
GINI coefficient measures the distribution of income among a population, with a 
higher GINI coefficient indicating greater income inequality.

Control Variables. To ensure the robustness of our analysis, we also incorporated 
several control variables, including gender, age, education level, urban or rural resi-
dence, and marital or union status.

We employed a random intercept multilevel linear regression analysis as our 
analytical method, encompassing a sample of 31 countries. MLM (multilevel mod-
elling) offers the capacity to discern the effects of individual characteristics of 
young respondents as well as the social context within which they reside. In this 
manner, it becomes possible to ascertain the extent to which personal attributes, 
social context, and their interactions impact the level of life satisfaction. We present 
two tables, each featuring ten models. To weight the data, we used the weights that 
take into account the survey’s design, population characteristics, and the relative 
numerical relationship between countries (anweight).
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4.5 � Results

The initial model presented in Table 4.1 is a random variance component model 
without independent variables. In the first model, all independent predictors at Level 
I are included. The second model introduces an additional contextual variable (the 
GINI coefficient and GDP per capita, respectively) as the indicators at Level II. In 
all subsequent models, interactions between the indicators at Level II and the Level 
I analysis are incorporated.

Social Ties  Young people who have a greater number of friends and contacts with 
whom they socialize more frequently tend to experience higher levels of life satis-
faction. All models consistently demonstrate this positive association, thus affirm-
ing the significance of social connections for the well-being of young people. Those 
who reported experiencing ethnic discrimination exhibit a lower level of satisfac-
tion compared to their counterparts without that experience.

Labor Market  Young individuals who are employed tend to experience higher lev-
els of satisfaction compared to those who are unemployed or inactive. Unemployment 
among young people during COVID-19 signifies the absence of income and the 
ability to plan and manage their lives in times of crisis. Additionally, being absent 
from the labor market in a context of already reduced social interactions has further 
confined young individuals to narrow social relationships, making their lives even 
more isolated. Those who have encountered some issues in their workplace during 
the COVID-19 crisis report lower levels of satisfaction compared to their peers with 
stable working arrangements. The reduction in earnings, job loss, or the experience 
of being furloughed has introduced additional layers of uncertainty and insecurity 
into the transitional life paths of young individuals through the labor market. Each 
incremental rise in risk has correspondingly led to diminished satisfaction among 
the youth, underscoring the significance of stability and certainty as pivotal sources 
of contentment. The finding that young individuals who worked in an office reported 
lower levels of satisfaction compared to those who predominantly worked from 
home is interesting. It appears that better work-life balance, as well as privacy and 
security during the crisis period, were more significant sources of satisfaction than 
every day in-person interactions with colleagues.

Political Participation  All three measures of political participation are signifi-
cantly associated with life satisfaction. The associations are virtually unaffected by 
adding the macro-level variables, thus making the results in the two tables practi-
cally indistinguishable. Both conventional and unconventional modes of political 
participation are negatively associated with life satisfaction. This means that higher 
levels of both modalities of political participation/integration are accompanied by, 
on average, lower levels of life satisfaction. The results for voting at elections are 
different, however: the coefficient is positive in this case. This means that, on aver-
age, voting at elections is accompanied by a relatively higher life satisfaction.

D. Stanojević et al.
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Contextual Variables  When it comes to differences between social contexts or 
countries, the results are as follows. Firstly, the impact of contextual variables is not 
very high, and they only marginally improve the models (the Intraclass Correlation 
Coefficient (ICC) decreases slightly). However, income inequality, expressed 
through the GINI coefficient, exhibits negative associations with the level of satis-
faction among young individuals. If they reside in a country with pronounced 
income inequalities, on average, they will be less satisfied compared to young peo-
ple living in societies with lower levels of inequality (Ahn et al. 2016). The results 
of interactions between GINI and social contacts are intriguing. As income inequal-
ity increases, the significance of social contacts becomes greater for satisfaction. If 
young individuals live in a country with pronounced income inequalities, having 
more contacts will lead to higher satisfaction compared to young people in countries 
with lower levels of inequality. This is an interesting finding because it suggests that 
personal informal networks compensate for structural inequalities. 

In Table 4.2, the first two models are identical to the previous ones. In the third 
model, an indicator of GDP per capita is introduced, showing positive associations 
with life satisfaction. As society becomes wealthier, young individuals are, on aver-
age, more satisfied with their lives. Neither social contacts nor labor market integra-
tion are statistically significantly associated with GDP per capita. This implies that 
the effects of labor market integration, political integration, and the level of social 
interactions do not exhibit interactive impacts with the aggregate wealth on life 
satisfaction. Irrespective of a nation’s economic wealth, political participation, labor 
market integration, and the level of social interactions have similar effects on life 
satisfaction.

However, there is a positive interaction between GDP per capita, discrimination, 
and satisfaction. Young individuals who report experiencing ethnic discrimination 
have a higher level of satisfaction if they live in wealthier countries compared to 
young people who have experienced the same discrimination in countries with 
lower GDP per capita.

4  The Well-Being of Young People in Europe During the Pandemic: The Social Ties…
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4.6 � Discussion

This analysis confirms the positive associations between social capital and the life 
satisfaction among young people during the pandemic, aligning with a series of 
other similar studies (Ahmadiani et al. 2022; Ciziceno 2022; Crowley and Walsh 
2018, 2021; Helliwell 2006; Onal et al. 2022; Putnam 2000; Sarmiento Prieto et al. 
2023). It means that the sense of belonging, trust, reciprocity, and security arising 
from strong connections, or bonding social capital, is an important predictor of life 
satisfaction. Moreover, it is shown that in uncertain and unstable times, social capi-
tal is precisely one of the crucial resources for young people to build their own 
resilience, reflected in a higher degree of life satisfaction. This understanding is 
particularly important in the context of the increasingly prevalent sense of social 
isolation or the weakening of quality interpersonal relationships in real life. 
Simultaneously, due to epidemiological reasons, many activities have shifted to 
digital platforms, and contacts have largely been reduced to digitally mediated rela-
tionships. Despite the intensification of online connections, judging by our results 
and those of other studies (Towner et al. 2022), it can be assumed that the virtual 
world has not adequately replaced or substituted for face-to-face relationships and 
the personal benefits they bring. This analysis has also shown that such contacts 
have the potential to create quality relationships and, consequently, emotional and 
other resources that lead to life satisfaction.

Belonging to an ethnic minority is a significant predictor of reduced life satisfac-
tion. The social position of ethnic minorities in European societies, even in the pre-
pandemic era, was, on average, less favorable, and their life satisfaction was lower 
compared to the ethnic majority. The combination of an average unfavorable posi-
tion in social structure and smoldering xenophobia and nationalism constituted the 
social context in which members of ethnic and racial minorities faced the pandemic, 
which, according to some studies, further exacerbated existing social inequalities 
and made them more visible (Ahmadiani et al. 2022; Ciziceno 2022; Onal et al. 
2022; Sarmiento Prieto et al. 2023). We can assume that all of this contributed to 
lower level of life satisfaction among young members of ethnic minorities.

These results indicate that for life satisfaction, affiliation with a close circle of 
people with whom a young person can establish a quality relationship is important. 
Additionally, a higher degree of inclusiveness in society towards minority cultural 
identities also contributes to higher life satisfaction.

Labor market integration emerges as a highly significant determinant of life sat-
isfaction. Young individuals who are employed and have not experienced disrup-
tions in the labor market during the crisis exhibit greater satisfaction compared to 
those who are unemployed and have faced job loss and/or income reduction. Part of 
this (dis)satisfaction may stem from the sense of security provided by employment 
and income, while another aspect is derived from a sense of belonging and the abil-
ity to maintain social connections with colleagues. During the crisis, remote work 
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proved to be a more significant source of satisfaction for the youth than in-office 
work. In addition to the classic reasons such as reduced commute times, fewer 
workplace distractions, a more comfortable work environment, lower health risks, 
fewer social conflicts, and a safer social environment should be added. 

The reported results confirm our expectations that the three indicators of political 
participation are associated with life satisfaction. The fact that the associations are 
virtually unaffected by adding the macro-level variables supports the solidity of the 
determined relationships. However, the hypotheses about the direction of the asso-
ciations are not entirely confirmed, making the findings particularly interesting. The 
results concerning voting are in line with Hypothesis 5 and with the bulk of the lit-
erature: Young European voters tend to express higher levels of life satisfaction, on 
average, compared to the abstainers.

However, although voting is perhaps the most conventional political behavior 
(next to voter abstinence), other forms of political activities that we categorized as 
conventional are negatively associated with life satisfaction. Those youngsters who 
engage in activities such as wearing a campaign badge, contacting a politician, or 
being active in a political party or action group tend to be somewhat dissatisfied. 
This is contrary to our Hypothesis 6 and to numerous findings reported in the litera-
ture (e.g., Frey and Stutzer 2000a, b; He et al. 2022; Laurence 2021; Owen et al. 
2008; Pacheco and Lange 2010; Vega-Tinoco et al. 2022; Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 
2011). Unlike Vega-Tinoco et al. (2022), who also used ESS data, for instance, we 
found that it is voting that is positively associated, while the other forms of (civic in 
their terminology) participation are negatively associated with life satisfaction. 
Perhaps this reflects the generation differences—they dealt with older adults (aged 
50+), while our study is focused on the youth, and we use a newer wave of the ESS 
data (ESS10 from 2020 to 2021). Plus, our data were collected during the 
COVID-19 era.

Tentatively expected is the negative association between life satisfaction and 
unconventional modes of political activity (such as online engagement, participa-
tion in demonstrations, and signing petitions). This kind of activism has often been 
associated with lower life satisfaction (e.g., Barnes et  al. 1979; Lorenzini 2015; 
Marsh 1977), so our results confirm Hypothesis 7 and support this stream of find-
ings. After finding that voting is positively associated with life satisfaction in Latin 
America, Weitz-Shapiro and Winters (2011, 119) speculated: “Although happier 
people may be more likely to vote, perhaps those less satisfied with their lives are 
more likely to contact their elected representatives or participate in protests.” We 
provide evidence from Europe supporting this speculation.

Nonetheless, we infer that the general hypothesis—that political integration is 
indeed a correlate (if not causally related to) of life satisfaction, is supported. Voting 
is certainly the most conventional aspect among the specific modes of participation 
covered by the included ESS variables. Not only is it the most widespread, but it 
also represents the acceptance of the political system and involvement, or integra-
tion, into formal political life. Voting does not require any additional motivation 

4  The Well-Being of Young People in Europe During the Pandemic: The Social Ties…



90

(although it may include) except the feeling of duty and acceptance of the basic 
rules of political life in a democracy (procedural utility); hence, the positive associa-
tion with life satisfaction. The other activities listed here under both conventional 
and unconventional categories require additional motivation, which often might be 
the belief that voting is insufficient or ineffective. Thus, while some of the uncon-
ventional activities, such as taking part in demonstrations, might sometimes involve 
crossing the borders of legality, the remaining activities are not that radically differ-
ent from those categorized as conventional ones.8 It seems as if taking any political 
activity besides voting requires special motivation, which is somehow associated 
with lower life satisfaction. It may be that dissatisfaction with some political issue 
and the perception that perhaps voting does not change things is caused by lower 
life satisfaction. Likewise, lower life satisfaction, which may be caused by political 
dissatisfaction, may lead to political activism, both more or less conventional. In 
any case, the reciprocal causal direction may work here (Ding et  al. 2015; 
Laurence 2021).

The literature is inconsistent regarding the hypothesized causal direction (e.g., 
Pirralha 2017, 2018; Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 2011), and in the present study, we 
cannot disentangle it because we do not have adequate data. Here, we focus on the 
existence of the associations under the assumption that well-being is the dependent 
variable (as specified in the statistical models presented above). However, some 
studies tried disentangling the causal direction conundrum (e.g., Laurence 2021; 
Pirralha 2017, 2018). Relying on a 3-wave panel using the German Socio-Economic 
Panel (SOEP) data, Pirralha (2018, 803) concluded that “our findings offer no sup-
port for the idea of a causal relationship between political participation and LS.”9 To 
make things more interesting, Ding et  al. (2015, 252) found in Australia that 
“increasing informal social connectedness in one year most strongly predicts better 
mental health the next year, followed by civic engagement; while increased political 
participation in one year predicts worse mental health the next year” (emphasis in 
original).

The association of youth activism with reduced satisfaction levels may also be 
specific to periods of crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. But, a more reliable 
answer will have to wait for future research with more adequate datasets. In any 
case, the diverse relationship with different indicators of political participation 
shows the value of differentiating modes of participation, especially the separation 
of voting from the rest of the conventional modes.

8 For instance, the unconventional category includes activity named “online engagement”. 
However, authors such as Morozov (2009) find online participation as an illusion of participation. 
In his words, “‘Slacktivism’ is an apt term to describe feel-good online activism that has zero 
political or social impact.” (Morozov 2009).
9 Similar is another Pirralha’s study, using Dutch LISS panel data. Again, “our results do not offer 
support for a link between political participation and individual wellbeing” (Pirralha 2017, 338).
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4.7 � Conclusion

The overall results support the hypothesis about the positive association of the three 
domains of social integration—social relationships, labor market integration, and 
some forms of political participation—with greater life satisfaction. We conclude 
that even in uncertain and unstable times, social capital is one of the crucial resources 
for young people to build their own resilience, as reflected in a higher degree of life 
satisfaction.

The lack of integration into a broader society, as reflected in belonging to a 
discriminated ethnic minority, is also a significant predictor of reduced life satis-
faction. Perhaps the context of the pandemic, when various minorities in Europe 
had harder-than-average time, only enhanced this negative association. Overall, 
regarding social integration, the results show that affiliation with a close circle of 
people with whom a young person can establish a quality relationship and living in 
a society where a young person feels included both contribute to higher life 
satisfaction.

Interestingly, however, social contacts that come with in-office work do not seem 
to count as contributing to life satisfaction. It may be due to the pandemic’s context, 
but remote work proved to be a significant source of satisfaction for the youth rather 
than in-office work. Apart from that, labor market integration, as indicated by being 
in the labor force (employed), emerged as a highly significant determinant of life 
satisfaction. 

The results also confirmed some of the hypotheses about the contribution of 
political participation to life satisfaction. Corroborating numerous previous find-
ings, young European voters tend to express higher levels of life satisfaction, on 
average, compared to the abstainers.

However, other forms of political activism—both those activities classified as 
conventional (wearing a campaign badge, contacting a politician, or being active in 
a political party or action group) and unconventional ones (e.g., participation in 
protests and demonstrations)—are negatively associated with life satisfaction. The 
negative association of life satisfaction with unconventional participation is not 
uncommon in literature, perhaps showing that dissatisfaction is an important moti-
vator of political activism. It is less commonly observed that conventional forms of 
participation are also associated with reduced life satisfaction.

Future research endeavors should be focused on longitudinal research for a com-
prehensive understanding of the evolution of the correlations identified in the pres-
ent study, particularly in the context of a post-pandemic world. This strategic focus 
would enable us to discern whether the observed role of social integration is a 
reflection of the health crisis period, or indicative of a “new reality,” signifying 
more enduring transformations in the behaviors and attitudes of the youth 
demographic.
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