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Prologue

This dissertation reports a narrative inquiry into the lived citizenship of Dutch adoles-
cents. In this prologue, I explain how this inquiry relates to my personal interests and 
my academic and teacher background. Because the inquiry has been conducted together 
with other researchers, my supervisors Wiel Veugelers and Ivor Goodson in particular, 
the dissertation has been written in plural. 

Personal background and pedagogical view
Nature and nurture have both influenced my interest in teaching and identity devel-
opment. Several relatives are, or have been teachers. My grandparents were artists who 
made a living selling their paintings and (often religious) sculptures, and who taught 
their children to approach life with an open view and to question what they saw. Being 
raised in Maastricht, a city in the South of the Netherlands, all my relatives were Roman 
Catholics. At the age of thirteen, I became intrigued by the different ways in which the 
Catholic Church had influenced the lives of my family members. I myself could not iden-
tify with the Roman Catholic worldview, language and rituals, and became interested in 
alternative moral horizons. Although my high school offered courses in Latin, where we 
translated Plato and Seneca, and religion and history, identity processes and interper-
sonal relations were never explicitly the object of teaching. This was the first time that 
I started to wonder about the lack of attention to meaning making processes and identity 
development in formal education. To compensate this omission, I started to read freud 
and Jung in the public library, and attended free lectures at the University of Maastricht. I 
then searched for a university where I could study about the meaning of life and meaning 
making processes in relation to different religions and different fields of study. My search 
led to the University of Humanistic Studies in Utrecht City, a university that is inspired 
by the humanist body of thought and the humanistic worldview. In short, Humanism can 
be defined as: 

An open worldview that cultivates dialogue and a critical and innovating movement, 
and which offers a counter movement where people find themselves in situations that 
threaten meaning making and humane values. Key values are freedom; autonomy, 
justice, fairness and solidarity, sustainability, tolerance, appreciating diversity and 
honouring human dignity (Alma, Lensvelt-Mulders & Van Houten 2010:10). 

The humanist worldview implies that man himself needs to give meaning to live, and 
that people should seek to cultivate humanity. Inspired by the humanist worldview and 
‘humanist’ thinkers like Socrates, Erasmus, Nietzsche and Spinoza, ‘humanistic research’ 
typically studies values like freedom, autonomy and justice in theoretical and empirical 
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research. I further elaborate on Humanistic research in the next section. 
The University offers a bachelor and master’s degree in Humanistic Studies. The cur-

riculum includes academic and professional training, and education into the history of 
Humanism and the implications of a humanist perspective for the quality, purpose, con-
tent, and dissemination of research. The curriculum is organized around two leading 
concepts: meaning of life and humanization. These concepts and related practices are 
investigated from different angles, and in relation to academic research from different 
fields of study. 

I started my university education with the intention to become a moral counsellor, 
one of the professional training trajectories that this university offers. In the Netherlands, 
people who live in a systemic environment, either because they are hospitalized, impris-
oned or work for the army, are entitled to moral counselling in line with their religious 
affiliations. In focus groups, conversations and ceremonies, counsellors guide clients with 
their existential meaning making processes. Having a special interest in what I would 
now refer to as people’s narratives on their ‘moral self ’ (Goodson & Gill 2011: 141), I 
did moral counselling internships in prison and in the army. My experiences as a moral 
counsellor at these sites strengthened my assumption that people often have not learned to 
think and engage in conversations about what kind of person they want to be, about how 
they give meaning to their own situation. I then decided that I wanted to contribute to the 
meaning making processes of people under eighteen: to help young people develop the 
proper tools to make their own decisions, develop their own sense of identity, and choose 
their own life path. And to help young people acquire dialogical and empathic skills that 
enable them to engage with others in these development processes. 

I then started with the Master in Education at the University of Humanistic Studies, 
which offers teacher trainings to pre-service teachers in secondary and higher education, 
and to students in coaching and training professions in the area of ethics and personal 
development. Pre-service teachers in humanist ethical and worldview education (HVO), 
learn to:

Coach their students in the process of meaning making and developing their own 
lives in relation to others. HVO teachers introduce their students into the art of living 
and global citizenship. They teach their students how to make decisions on moral is-
sues, and how to develop their own worldview, which can guide them throughout the 
course of life. (Stuij 2012: 5)

In the HVO-curriculum I was trained in seven areas of ‘normative professionalism’ (HVO 
2012): I gained interpersonal and pedagogical and reflexive competences, competences 
in the areas instruction and organization, competences to cooperate with colleagues and 
other stakeholders outside the school. 
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Academic background
Before I start describing my background as a teacher and the research questions that 
emerged from my teaching experiences, I first outline the type of research that is conduct-
ed at the University of Humanistic Studies, and the methods, paradigms, and discourses 
on research quality and professionalism in which I specialized. The University of Hu-
manistic Studies specializes in ‘value embedded’ research (Alma et al. 2010). This means 
that humanistic studies are typically value laden studies: studies that critically investigate 
normative issues and studies that seek to influence and further develop existing norma-
tive frames and discourses and envision alternative horizons. In this context humanis-
tic scholars for instance investigate the values that people and organizations practice or 
struggle with at a micro (personal), meso (organizational), macro (civic) and global level. 

Two main strands of humanistic research can be identified: one focuses on processes 
of meaning making, the other on processes of humanization and cultivating humanity. 
The interrelatedness of the two processes is also studied. Research on meaning making 
typically investigates different aspects of daily and existential meaning making process-
es, how people cope with different life-events, and which strategies and trainings can 
facilitate meaning making processes. Research on humanization aims to contribute to 
humane civil relations and living conditions. ‘Humanization’ studies typically investigate 
the impact of public and political discourses, norms, and values on humanization prac-
tices and procedures. They investigate definitions of good work, and seek to contribute 
to social imaginaries or narratives that envision alternative outlooks. A current research 
project concerns empirical and theoretical study of ethical professionalism, defined as 
‘normative professionalism’ (Van den Ende 2011) among social workers, educators and 
researchers. 

Characteristic for Humanistic research is that it is multi-disciplinary and practice ori-
ented in nature (Alma et al. 2010). Studies often build on insights and methods from phi-
losophy, sociology, psychology, pedagogy, history, religion, and research methodology 
and theory. Hence, researchers have developed a tradition of applying and further devel-
oping methods and research paradigms across research disciplines. Humanistic research 
departs from social constructivist and post-modernist paradigms. Humanistic scholars 
perceive knowledge culturally embedded, and therefore consider it the task of scholars to 
critically examine cultural notions of the good and develop, with civic partners, discours-
es on justice, equality, sustainability, normative professionalism and global, intercultural 
and critical democratic citizenship. As such, humanistic research resonates with, and is 
inspired by the work of civically engaged international scholars who have pointed to the 
need to cultivate or enhance humanity (Aloni 2003; Nussbaum 2010), and who have 
contributed to public discourses and academic discussions on meaning making and life 
politics (Bauman 2001; Giddens 1991; Goodson 2005; Taylor 1989), social justice, equal-
ity and democracy (Dewey 1916; Butler 2009; fraser 2008; freire 1973; Todd 2005). Hu-
manistic scholars also commit to the further development of a theory of science, research 
methodologies and the theoretical study of values, practices, and discourses on ethical 
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professionalism that reside with a humanist perspective, and they study the history of the 
humanist movement and humanistic research. 

Having located my academic background, I can now zoom in on specific research 
competences that I acquired. At the University, I have been introduced to hermeneutics 
and historical and social empirical research methods. In the social empirical research 
course, I was trained in a method called ‘frame analysis’ (Smaling & Maso 1998), a meth-
od for abductive analysis which has its roots in grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin 1998). 
I also took a course in phenomenal research and I specialized in the open interview 
method. As a teacher assistant, I participated in the bachelor open interview course for 
four years. In another student job, I conducted interviews with clients in elderly homes 
who participated in client boards. In my MA dissertation I explored students’ perceptions 
of the learning needs that they have in relation to their identity and civic development. 
This study was conducted at the school where I worked as a (service) teacher in religion 
at that time. Because I noticed that students were rarely probed to express their learning 
needs in our curriculum, I expected that students would have few imaginations about 
the kind of things that they felt they needed to learn in school, other than the kind of 
knowledge and skills they needed for their economical participation. These expectations 
were confirmed in the study (De Groot 2005). The data collection process also revealed a 
methodological issue: those students needed more help to imagine about possible needs 
and learning aspirations and to develop richer narratives. In Chapters three and four, I 
describe how these challenges have been addressed in the current research project. Over-
all, my academic training taught me how to:

• Do justice to the object of research through developing the capacity to work with 
different research tools and methods, combine tools and methods, and further 
develop existing tools and methods. 

• Reflect on my positionality as a researcher and the positionality of the object of 
study, and how they impact the research and writing process. 

• Build ‘rapport’ (Smaling & Maso 1998), thrusting relationships that enhance the 
shared exploration of a person’s life story on a certain theme during the ‘narrative 
encounter’ (Goodson & Gill 2011).

• Reflect on moral and political processes that occur during the development of the 
research, the data collection and analysis, and the writing and dissemination of the 
research results. 

Each of these capacities requires reflective competences. The professionalism of qualita-
tive researchers thus implies that scholars become ‘reflective practitioners’, people who 
reflect on the ethical dimensions of their work, and who seek to enhance the quality of 
their environment, the quality of their work, and the quality of their professional relation-
ships (Alma et al. 2010; Schön 1983; Sennett 2008).
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Professional background
In the following, I describe my experiences as a teacher and the research questions that 
emerged from these experiences. I start this section with outlining my pedagogical view 
and its theoretical underpinnings in order to give an account of my positionality as a ‘for-
mer’ insider (Cochran-Smith & Lytle 1993): as someone who has inside knowledge about 
the practice and dilemmas of identity and citizenship education in the Netherlands. 

In the Netherlands, the concept pedagogy is often understood in an extended sense. 
This implies that pedagogy refers to a teacher’s views regarding his or her role as a teacher, 
the object of teaching, the nature of teaching, and the nature of identity, personal, pro-
fessional, moral and political development (Dieleman 2012; Veugelers 2007; Wardekker 
1996; Miedema 1999). According to this conception, pedagogy and instruction are inter-
related, since one’s pedagogical view is constitutive for one’s curriculum development, in-
struction, and how one engages with students, parents, colleagues, and the larger society. 

In modern, global and individualist societies, also referred to as reflexive societies 
(Giddens 1991), identity development has become simultaneously more difficult and 
more important (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2002). Similar to Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 
Veugelers argues that in order to prepare adolescents for their role in society and vital-
ize the reconstructive force of individualist societies, schools in the 21st century should 
perceive adolescents’ value, moral and citizenship identity development as a key target of 
education: 

Education should challenge students to think about values and norms and their own 
moral development. Of course in this process of reflection students have to relate to 
important value systems. Relevant knowledge must be taught. It is however more 
important that attention is given to the moral development of young people: to their 
values , their process of giving meaning to life, their skills for moral reasoning, their 
dialogical competences, their action and their reflection. (Veugelers 2007: 113)

Related to this view on education is an understanding of identity development that ac-
knowledges that identity and meaning making processes are culturally embedded (Brun-
er 1990), and that people have multiple affiliations, and multiple voices (Bakthin 1981). 
Inspired by postmodernists and post-structuralist theories, Giddens regards self-identity 
as a ‘reflexively organized endeavour’ and as ‘robust’ and ‘fragile’ at the same time (Gid-
dens 1991: 5). The robustness of one’s self-identity relates to the fact that it can stay rela-
tively stable under many circumstances, its fragility relates to the fact that one’s self-iden-
tity only features a particular combination of voices, and including other voices might 
change one’s story and the self-image. A similar, non-essentialist identity concept has 
been developed by Mouffe (2005: 71). She describes a person as ‘a ‘social agent’ [who] is 
not conceived as an unitary subject but as the articulation of an ensemble of subject po-
sitions, constructed within specific discourses and always precariously and temporarily 
situated at the intersection of those subject positions’. 
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The perception on learning that resides with this perception of the fabric of modern 
society and identity is a social- and post-constructivist one. Social-constructivist learn-
ing theory argues that knowledge is the product of shared knowledge building practices. 
This theory highlights that learning takes place with others, through experience, and in 
a certain environment. As Bruner, a psychologist who has theorized on meaning making 
and narrative learning, described: 

Most learning in most settings is a communal activity, a sharing of the culture. It is 
not just that the child must make his knowledge his own, but that he must make it his 
own in a community of those who share his sense of belonging to a culture. It is this 
that leans me to emphasize not only discovery and invention but the importance of 
negotiating and sharing – in a word, of joint culture creating as an object of school-
ing and as an appropriate step en route to becoming a member of the adult society in 
which one lives out one’s life (Bruner 1986: 127).

A social constructivist perspective thus not only includes a view on how knowledge is 
constructed, it also includes an imperative to co-construct meaning, and with that, to 
develop identity and culture. A post-structuralist perspective typically emphasizes the 
limitations of current interpretations and meaning making processes, given the forces 
and circumstances involved. Translated to a pedagogy of democratic and intercultural 
citizenship, these perspectives on learning imply that teachers teach their students how 
they can engage in shared meaning making processes and how they can discuss civil de-
velopments. furthermore, they need to disclose to students the interplay between identi-
ty development and socio-cult and political environment, and create a culture of ‘shared’ 
meaning making. In this context, teacher professionalism implies that teachers create a 
learning environment that supports shared meaning making. It implies that teachers are 
sensitive to the disparity in people’s identity development and the differences in learning 
styles and aspirations among students, and develop the capacity to stimulate citizenship, 
identity, and moral and value development (Veugelers 2007). In addition, it implies that 
teachers are sensitive to the ‘contested’ nature of school curricula (Parker 2007): the polit-
ical processes involved in the prevalence of certain pedagogical views, teaching practices 
and school cultures. 

Perceived from a broad view on teacher pedagogy, and in line with a social-construc-
tivist perspective on learning, learning to negotiate and co-create meaning and culture is 
not confined to courses in identity or citizenship education. In the Netherlands, Diele-
man (2012), Veugelers (2007) and De Winter (2011) therefore argued that identity and 
citizenship development need to be stimulated at different levels within and beyond the 
school. for teachers and school managers this means that they need to be sensitive to the 
complexity of citizenship development and education. 

 Now how does my pedagogical view on democratic citizenship education relate 
to my experiences as a teacher? Between 2004 and 2007 I taught worldview education 
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and social studies in a Catholic high school in Utrecht City with a diverse student popu-
lation. The curriculum on worldview education aimed to teach students about different 
worldviews and religious traditions. In my social studies classes I guided students with 
their citizenship development: I taught them about democracy versus dictatorship, about 
the political system and the law system, and about the emergence of different cultural and 
religious groups in the Netherlands. In terms of participation, I taught students how to 
vote. In addition, the school started with a service-learning trajectory in 2006 when ser-
vice learning became obligatory in Dutch education. This trajectory aimed to stimulate 
voluntary participation, and foster a sense of engagement with people that one otherwise 
would not meet. 

In retrospect, when compared with a thick conception of democracy, I realize that 
there were several elements of democratic citizenship that I did not include in my teach-
ings. First, I did not help students construct their citizenship identity or challenge their lived 
citizenship, for instance through imagining about the kind of citizen they wanted to be, the 
kind of citizens they felt they could be, and the kind of impact that they could have on the 
politics, processes and practices within their school and in society at large. I had provid-
ed students with knowledge about the legal and political systems, and through a ser-
vice-learning trajectory I had offered them participatory experiences that could influence 
their citizenship identities. However, students’ citizenship identities themselves, and how 
the knowledge and experiences that I offered translated into their citizenship identities, 
had not received explicit attention. Second, my teachings offered students few insight and 
skills about how to engage in transformative actions in the civic and political domain, other 
than through voting. 

A similar pattern can be identified on the school level. The school in which I was 
employed mainly fostered ‘personally responsible participation’ (Westheimer & kahne 
2004). Students were asked to participate in school events and service-learning trajecto-
ries. The presence of a student council was also valued, and it was regretted by the school 
council (including me) that none of the students applied for vacant positions in the stu-
dent council. However, no action was taken to revitalize the participatory culture among 
students in the school in this area. Professionalization courses for the teachers also had an 
individualistic focus. They addressed the kind of teacher we wanted to be, how we could 
use each other’s strength to build a cooperate learning environment, how we could coach 
students in a student-activating way, and how we could cope with threats by students and 
parents and the impact of street-culture in schools. Trainings did not include deliberation 
about the school culture that we aimed for and our sense of efficacy in this context. On 
the level of the school, identity politics was directed at becoming more authentic and 
successful in accordance with the Christian identity of the school and the presentation 
of the school as a ‘talent-school’: a place where students are encouraged to develop their 
personal talents. 

Thus, in my recollection, this school focused on students’ individual development, 
and put little effort in fostering critical participatory skills and developing a democratic 
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school culture. In addition, there was little discussion about issues of educational equal-
ity, for example regarding the fact that pre-vocational track students in year three, most 
of them having a foreign background, did not have a math and Dutch language teacher 
for several months due to a lack of money (because of cutbacks) to replace the teachers 
who had resigned. A second issue in this regard concerned the differences in professional 
networks among vocational and pre-university students. In my recollection, a majority of 
the parents of one of the vocational classes lived from social welfare. A third, national, is-
sue concerns the fact that a student who put no effort in his schoolwork, or whose parents 
did not want to accept that their child had not enough intellectual capacities to graduate 
on a certain level, have no other option than to sit out the year or be fined for not attend-
ing. In retrospect, and based on the insights that I gained during this dissertation project, 
I can conclude that on school level and in my own social studies classes, students were 
offered few opportunities to develop competences, knowledge and a type of democratic 
engagement that resides with a thick democratic citizenship pedagogy.

Path to the inquiry
In this prologue, I have explained how my interests shifted from meaning making in the 
context of one’s personal development to meaning making and humanization in the con-
text of one’s citizenship identity development. I also explained how I became interested in 
the influence of democratic narratives practices and procedures on adolescents’ citizen-
ship development. I explained how in my own school and in my own teachings, democ-
racy was presented as a political and superior system in the social studies text books, or, 
quoting Sen: ‘as the “normal” form of government to which any nation is entitled’ (Sen 
1999: 3), how learning about democracy equalled learning about the political system 
and on how to vote, and how the interests of certain student groups were less attended in 
current political and educational procedures and practices than the interests of others. 

These experiences made me wonder about the democratic citizenship development 
of my students: which elements of their citizenship did they develop, and how do they 
give meaning to their citizenship in a democratic society? Given the fact that my students 
never explicitly reflected on their citizenship in their classes, I expected them to have 
highly ‘unmediated’ and fragmented citizenship narratives: Unmediated in the sense that 
I expected that most students had not discussed or challenged their civic self-images 
before; fragmented in the sense that I expected them to have fragmented rather than 
intensive narratives on their citizenship. Furthermore, I expected my students to have a 
rather technical understanding of what democracy entails and how they can participate. 
I also started to wonder about the lived citizenship of a larger group of adolescents in 
the Netherlands. Together with Wiel Veugelers, professor in Education at the University 
of Humanistic Studies, I developed a PhD proposal for a qualitative study into the lived 
citizenship of Dutch adolescents. After a selection procedure our proposal was granted 
research funding by the University of Humanistic Studies in 2007. 
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1  Introduction 

This dissertation reports a narrative inquiry in which we investigated the lived citizenship 
of Dutch adolescents. Main objective was to gain insight in the democratic engagement 
of adolescents in an urban area in the Netherlands. We start this chapter with an intro-
duction of the path to the inquiry. In sections 1.2 to 1.4, we introduce its research and 
empirical context. After situating our inquiry in a tradition of value embedded research, 
section 1.6 presents an outline of the dissertation.

1.1 Path to the inquiry

As described in the prologue, I became interested in meaning making processes at a fair-
ly young age. In the Bachelor and Master in Education at the University of Humanistic 
Studies in the Netherlands, I learned to study meaning making processes academically, 
and coach meaning making processes in individual and group settings. Between 2004 
and 2007 I worked as a high school teacher in worldview education and social studies. 
During this period, my interest in the role of education in personal meaning making 
processes shifted to an interest in adolescents’ perceptions of the way their identity devel-
opment influences moral and political processes within their society and vice versa. As 
a teacher, I started to wonder about the limited discussion in public discourse and social 
studies textbooks on one’s civic responsibility and the mixed messages that adolescents 
in my school received in their democratic citizenship education. On the one hand, their 
democratic citizenship development was stimulated through teaching about the demo-
cratic political system and the possibilities to participate in the political domain. On the 
other hand, their democratic citizenship development was frustrated by their limited op-
portunities to influence practices and procedures in school. This made me wonder about 
the lived citizenship of a larger group of adolescents in the Netherlands. 

The explorative literature study that was conducted in the orientation phase of the 
study revealed several lacunas in research on the lived citizenship of adolescents in the 
Netherlands and internationally. We for instance concluded that there are few inquiries 
into how adolescents give meaning to their democratic citizenship. In line with critiques 
from other scholars (Haste & Hogan 2006; Herbots & Elchardus 2010) we also found few 
studies that measure moral and political components of adolescents’ democratic citizen-
ship development. furthermore, we concluded that few studies have investigated stu-
dents’ perceptions of conditions that influence their citizenship literacy, competences and 
engagement. To address these lacunas, which we describe more elaborately in chapter 
two, we decided to investigate how adolescents give meaning to their citizenship in the 
Dutch democratic and pluralist society.
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Since we aimed to gain insight in adolescents’ own accounts of their citizenship in 
a pluralist and democratic society and the conditions and experiences that influence 
their lived citizenship, we decided to conduct a narrative study. As described in chapter 
three, narrative research typically investigates the life stories that people continuously 
reconstruct and how people are embedded in, ‘refract’ (Goodson 2013) and influence the 
context in which they are constructed. In this report, we refer to our data as ‘citizenship 
narratives’. 

To investigate adolescents’ lived citizenship we first had to develop a theoretical 
framework for our interview instrument. Given the lack of research on how students give 
meaning to their citizenship in a democratic and pluralist society, we decided to build 
our framework on research from scholars who specialize in thick or critical democratic 
citizenship development and education, and who have identified key elements of related 
concepts: a democratic attitude and a democratic way of life. We then developed a dia-
logical research design, which matches with the explorative character of our study. In 
line with this design, which we describe in section 3.3, primary data analysis and further 
conceptual study on key elements in our original theoretical framework led to the selec-
tion of four themes for further analysis within the context of this research project: the 
democratic narratives that the adolescents in our sample developed, their identification 
and interpretation of diversity issues; their citizenship efficacy, and their sense of their re-
sponsibility as citizens in a democratic and pluralist society. In Chapter Two, we argue that 
these themes are constitutive for a thick type of democratic engagement.

1.2 Research context 

Citizenship, democracy, diversity and citizenship identity development are concepts that 
have been studied extensively in different fields of study. This book presents an interdisci-
plinary study which draws from research on citizenship, democracy and diversity in ed-
ucation, child development, cultural and developmental psychology, sociology, political 
sciences, political philosophy, and philosophy. Because of the limited body of literature 
on how students give meaning to their citizenship in a democracy, and because of our 
aim to contribute to academic, political and professional debates on democratic citizen-
ship education, our theoretical framework mainly builds on research from scholars who 
specialize in thick democratic citizenship development and education in Anglo-Saxon 
countries and in the Netherlands, where our study is situated. In this section, we intro-
duce the key concepts of our study.

1.2.1  Democracy as a process and democratic deficits
An important notion throughout the book is that democracy is a never-ending process. 
Previously, Parker (2003) envisioned democracy as an outlook. This implies that one ac-
knowledges that power inequalities cannot be avoided, and that there always will be peo-
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ple whose voices are less represented and who are prohibited from participating in the 
political and civil domain. Similarly, Mouffe (2005: 8) has described how a ‘radical and 
plural democracy [...] will always be a democracy ‘to come’, as conflict and antagonism 
are at the same time its condition of possibility and the condition of impossibility of its 
full realization’. As a result, democratic societies need to address deficits in current de-
mocracy narratives procedures and practices. 
Social and political scientists and political philosophers have identified various lacunas 
in current democratic narratives, procedures and practices (Dahl 1989; Goodson 2013; 
Macedo 2005; Mair 2009; Mouffe 2005; Verba, Burns & Schlozman 2003). To give an 
impression of the challenges that current democracies face according to these scholars 
and to locate our own concept of thick democracy, several lacunas have been outlined 
in chapter six. Since our thick concept of democracy highlights the interrelatedness of 
democracy and diversity, we selected concerns about how current democracies recognize 
and cope with political, social, ethno-cultural and religious differences among people and 
communities.
These democratic deficits, lacunas, challenges, or imperfections, dependent on how one 
chooses to frame such phenomena, illustrate how the democratic character of many 
democratic countries and supranational institutions that aim to protect and represent 
the interests of people are far from reaching their potential. They reveal that in order to 
vitalize their democratic characters, societies need their citizens to care about the dem-
ocratic character of their societies and seek the power to build more humane societies. 
They remind us that being a democratic society is not a sign of superiority in the sense 
that these societies automatically serve the interests of their citizens better. And they re-
mind us that people in a democracy are not automatically more democratic than citizens 
in non-democratic countries, or people who don’t have a legal citizenship status at all. 
furthermore, they remind us about the natural limitations of any society or community 
to do justice, give voice to citizens, fight inequality, and generate wealth for all that stems 
from its positionality. 
Investigating how students’ lived citizenship relates to a thicker concept of democracy 
raises several questions: To which extent do adolescents envision democracy as an out-
look? Which democratic deficits do they identify? Which responsibilities do they iden-
tify in this regard? And to which extent do adolescents care about democracy and their 
democratic citizenship competences? These questions have been explored in our study. 

1.2.2 Thick democratic citizenship
In order to conceptualize thick democracy and thick democratic citizenship, we have 
compared the conceptual frameworks of scholars who advocate a thick type of democrat-
ic citizenship education. Core assumption of these scholars is that democratic citizenship 
does not develop naturally (Dewey 1916; De Winter 2011; Gutmann 2004; Nussbaum 
2010; Parker 2003, 2012; Veugelers 2007; Westheimer & kahne 2004). To illustrate the 
need to raise ‘truly’ democratic citizens, these scholars have pointed to various omis-
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sions in the current citizenship development of citizens in western democratic societies. 
In the United States (US), Parker (2003) for instance critiques a lack of ‘democratically 
enlightened understanding’ among young citizens, and Westheimer and kahne (2004) 
argue that for a democracy to flourish, it needs to raise social justice type of citizens: 
citizens that are inclined to critically examine and address social justice issues. Where the 
US education system currently raises compliant citizens who display responsible behav-
iour and do voluntary work, they argue that these types of citizens are not equipped to 
address democratic deficits in a structural manner. In the Netherlands, Veugelers (2007) 
has developed a similar typology. He stresses the need for a society to raise autonomous 
and social oriented citizens: citizens who engage in a type of critical thinking that enables 
them make autonomous decisions and address power inequalities in the larger socie-
ty. In addition, De Winter (2004: 61) distinguishes three attitudes that provide a threat 
to the continuity and vitality of democracy: when people do not develop a democratic 
commitment, when they consider democracy as self-evident, or when people want to 
fight against it. Together, these scholars have pointed to the need for democratic societies 
to develop democratic enlightenment (Parker 2003), autonomy and social responsibili-
ty (Veugelers 2001), a culture of addressing social justice issues (Westheimer & kahne 
2004), and a culture of doing democracy (Carr 2011; De Winter 2011) through informal 
and formal education. The work of these scholars is described and discussed in the the-
oretical chapters and in Chapter Ten. In the discussion chapter we explain how our own 
concept contributes to existing thicker frameworks of democratic citizenship in educa-
tional research.

1.3  Citizenship development and education in the Netherlands

In the Netherlands, academic and political discussions on democratic deficits and lacu-
nas in young people’s citizenship development have led to legislation on citizenship ed-
ucation with a focus on social cohesion and active participation in 2006. This legislation 
obliges schools to stimulate young people’s citizenship development. Through this legis-
lation, the Dutch government particularly aims to install a ‘willingness and capacity to 
be part of a community and participate actively in this community’ among students, and 
‘a shared and joined perspective among young people about the ways in which they can 
contribute to society, regardless of their ethnic or cultural background’ (citations from 
legislation in: National Counsel for Education 2012: 8). Recently, the National Counsel 
for Education added that in their view: 

The goal of citizenship education is not limited to stimulating social behaviour and 
adjusting to existing structures. It also includes developing a critical attitude, and 
learning to participate critically in society. This way, young people learn to contribute 
to the vitality of society (Onderwijsraad 2012:11).



Introduction 23

Because schools and scholars are still developing and implementing citizenship educa-
tion programmes, we have limited insights in the impact of this renewed interest on the 
citizenship development of Dutch students. General studies on the citizenship of Dutch 
adolescents did reveal, amongst others, that Dutch students still score mediocre on citi-
zenship knowledge and social competences (Ten Dam et al. 2010; Maslowski et al. 2009). 
The latest ICCS Study (Maslowski et al. 2009), which studied the citizenship of fourteen 
year olds in thirty-eight countries worldwide, also revealed that Dutch students trust in 
national government and politics is relatively high, and that Dutch and flemish students 
are extremely sceptical about equal rights for immigrants. 

Several of these lacunas in students’ citizenship development are being addressed 
through the development of intra- and extracurricular citizenship education programmes 
and frameworks in the Netherlands. Scholars (De Winter 2011; Oomen & Vrolijk 2010; 
Verhoeven 2012) and educational institutions like the APS, fort van de Democratie, 
kPC, NCDO, Prodemos, SLO and a diverse range of smaller cooperative networks and 
organizations have been developing frameworks and subsequent programmes for demo-
cratic and human rights education. While these are promising steps, a maximalist type of 
citizenship education that meets the criteria of critical democratic citizenship education 
(Veugelers (2007) or education for human rights and inclusive democracy (Osler & Star-
key 2005) is still far from widespread in the Netherlands and internationally. 

1.4 Democracy in the Netherlands

Many conditions influence the type of democratic engagement that people develop. In this 
study, we discuss what our findings indicate about the influence of the educational system, 
more specifically, about the availability of the required spaces, discourses and infrastructure 
for developing one’s democratic citizenship and engagement in formal education. yet, it is 
important to also take account of other conditions that influence the participatory culture 
of citizens. In Constructing the Citizen, Haste (2004) describes how people develop different 
kinds of engagement and participation, depending on the historical, geographic, political 
and socio-economic context of their societies. Referring to studies in different changing 
societies in Eastern Europe and South Africa (Abrahams 1995; flanagan et al. 1999; Van 
Hoorn et al. 2000) she describes how despite the fact that individual citizens have less pow-
er than in stable societies, citizens in changing societies are ‘likely to feel more personally 
affected by the changes and thus potentially more engaged’ (Haste 2004: 94). 

This study is situated in what one might call a ‘stable’ democracy, a society in which 
most citizens are used to live in a ‘democratic country’. The Netherlands can be categorized 
as a constitutional democracy, a democratic political system that is supported by a consti-
tution that aims to protect the sovereignty of ‘the people’ and several liberal rights that are 
considered key to democracy (Thomassen 1991). furthermore, it can be categorized as a 
‘consensus democracy’ (Spruyt & Liphart 1991), which is characterized, amongst others, 
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by a multi-party system and a political culture that aims to develop policies that also serve 
and protect the interests of minorities. The Dutch constitutional democracy started to de-
velop in the nineteenth century and gradually developed into a parliamentary democracy 
with two chambers and proportional elections. To illustrate the historical development of 
the Dutch constitutional democracy we here provide a short outline of the (re)installation 
of several civil, political and social rights as described by Daalder (1991), a Dutch political 
scientist. The constitution was first introduced in the Netherlands and Belgium in 1814. 
Initially, it provided all residents of ‘The Netherlands’ with a first package of freedom and 
legal rights. In 1848, an elected second chamber was introduced and a package of political 
rights was added to the constitution. from now on, all male citizens aged twenty-three and 
older had the right to vote representatives from their own districts for the national second 
chamber, under the condition that they had paid local taxes. further developments led, 
amongst others, to the introduction of women’s rights in 1917. In World War II, from 1940 
to 1945, the Netherlands were occupied by Germany under the rule of Hitler. In 1972, the 
age at which one obtains political rights was set at eighteen, and in 1983 the right to social 
welfare was added to the Dutch constitution.

Academic discussions on democratic deficits in many western democracies have re-
vealed that the adjective ‘stable’ does not automatically coincide with the quality of a po-
litical system, the strengths of a civil society, or the democratic ethos of democratic citi-
zens. Instead, it points to the length in time in which a certain democratic political system 
has been in place and the participatory dynamics that typically emerge when democratic 
institutions have been in place for a while and where citizens’ political, civic and social 
rights – although opinions differ in this regard – are relatively well protected. It is in 
such circumstances that citizens, to a certain degree, can rely on being treated as equals 
and lead their lives as they desire within the parameters of the law. In this study we have 
explored, amongst others, how students in the relatively stable Dutch democracy think 
about strengths and weaknesses of this democracy and possible threats. furthermore, we 
discuss what our findings regarding these students’ democratic citizenship engagement 
indicate about lacunas in their democratic socialization through formal education. While 
we focus on formal education in this study, we argue that it is important as well to study 
and discuss how other stakeholders in the socialization of adolescents in stable democ-
racies affect adolescents’ sense of their civic responsibilities towards the democratic and 
pluralist character of their societies. 

1.5 Value embedded research

This dissertations aims to gain insight in a normative phenomenon: thick democratic 
engagement. That we sympathize with this phenomenon does not imply that we are blind 
advocates. Instead, we aim to contribute to the academic and public debate on the value 
of various concepts of democracy, on how the availability of these concepts in public 
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discourse can influence the type of democratic engagement that people develop, and on 
the possible influence of different types of democratic engagement on the vitality of the 
democratic and pluralist character of a society. To this end, we theorize about the limi-
tations of existing concepts of democracy and democratic citizenship and related frame-
works for citizenship education, and we theorize about the complexity of thick democrat-
ic citizenship. As such, our research stands in a long tradition of political philosophers 
who have contributed to the development of democratic theory (Dahl 1989) and liberal, 
neo-republican and communitarian political theories (Abowitz & Harnish 2006; Lister 
2010; Mouffe 2005; Van Gunsteren 2006), and of humanistic researchers who have criti-
cally examined and contributed to the development of practices and theories on meaning 
making and humanization (Alma & Anbeek 2011; Derkx 2009; Dohmen 2010; Halsema 
& Van Houten 2002; kunneman 2007; Veugelers 2007).

1.6  Outline of the dissertation

Chapters Two to four present the purpose statement of our inquiry and the research 
methodology. The method chapters have been placed upfront in this report in order to 
inform the reader about the role of the theoretical framework and further conceptual 
study in the overall research project. Chapter Two describes the purpose statement. To 
introduce the research question we first describe the research lacunas that it responds to 
and we define and situate the main concepts. We then present the purpose of the study, 
the main question and the research questions. Chapter Three describes the methods of 
study, the dialogical research design and the interview instrument. Chapter four de-
scribes the methods of analysis and the primary analysis. Chapters Three and four close 
with a discussion of the strength and weaknesses of our research design. 

Chapters five and Six present the theoretical framework. Chapter five describes a 
framework that distinguishes five dimensions that influence one’s willingness to develop 
a democratic attitude. An earlier version of this chapter has been published as a book 
chapter in Education and Humanism (Veugelers 2011). Chapter Six describes our thick 
concept of democracy, which distinguishes three key aspects of democracy. In this chap-
ter, we describe the main features of each aspect and situate our concept in the context of 
the thin and thick concepts of democracy as distinguished by four scholars in the United 
States and Canada who specialize in democratic citizenship education. We also describe 
how our concept relates to the democratic deficits and lacunas in democratic citizenship 
education and development in the Netherlands as identified by Dutch scholars in differ-
ent fields of study. 

The empirical chapters report our studies into students’ citizenship narratives on the 
four themes that we selected for further study within this research project. In these em-
pirical chapters we also describe how the initial concepts as described in the theoretical 
framework were further developed and translated into analytic frameworks. In Chapter 
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Seven we report our study into how the democratic narratives of 27 adolescents in the 
Netherlands relate to a thick concept of democracy. We present our findings regarding 
the richness of these adolescents’ democratic narratives, the concepts of democracy that 
prevail in their narratives, their comments on the political system and the democratic 
culture in the Netherlands, and their overall appreciations of democracy. furthermore, 
we describe which commonalities and discrepancies we found among students from dif-
ferent educational tracks and gender, and present subsequent recommendations for re-
search and practices on democratic citizenship education. Chapter Eight reports a study 
into the diversity issues that these adolescents identified. In particular, we explain which 
diversity issues prevailed in their narratives, how students interpretations of these issues 
relates to different types of culturally embedded diversity, and how the issues that they 
identify relate dichotomies between citizens in the Netherlands as identified in academic 
research. furthermore, we describe which commonalities and discrepancies we found 
among students from different educational track and gender. Chapter Nine reports our 
study of these adolescents’ citizenship efficacy. In this chapter, which has been published 
in Educational Review (De Groot, Goodson & Veugelers 2013), we describe the different 
efficacy types that we distinguished based on our analysis of students’ narratives on their 
citizenship philosophy, on the influence of internal and external structures and on mor-
al dimension of their citizenship efficacy. Again, we also describe which commonalities 
and discrepancies we found among students from different educational track and gender. 
Chapter Ten reports our study into the gaps between the citizenship aspirations of one 
sixteen year old male student whose citizenship narratives are representative for a dom-
inant group among the Dutch youth, and the democratic citizenship education goals as 
defined by two scholars who advocate a thick type of democratic citizenship education. 
This chapter has been published in Curriculum and Teaching (De Groot, Goodson & 
Veugelers 2012).

In chapters Eleven and Twelve, we present our general conclusion and discussion. 
Chapter Eleven summarizes the insights that were gained from studying the lived cit-
izenship of Dutch adolescents. first, we resume the findings and conclusions from the 
different theoretical and empirical studies. Second, we describe which conclusions can 
be drawn about the type of democratic engagement that prevails among these students, 
and theorize about the different types of democratic citizenship that one can distinguish 
based on our research. Third, we describe which key elements of thick democratic cit-
izenship we can define based on our conceptual framework. In this context, we outline 
key aspects of a thick democratic and diversity literacy, thick participatory competenc-
es and efficacy, and a thick type of democratic engagement. fourth, we describe which 
overall conclusions can be drawn about the multiplicity and complexity of democratic 
citizenship development, the gap between ideals of citizenship education and students’ 
citizenship aspirations, and the availability of the necessary spaces, discourses and in-
frastructure to also develop a thick type of democratic engagement. Chapter Twelve 
discusses the theoretical and practical relevance of our study. In particular, this chapter 
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presents the recommendations for democratic citizenship education that follow from our 
conceptual study and our empirical findings, which are categorized under the following 
headings: democratic and diversity literacy, democratic participation and efficacy, and 
narrative capacity and democratic citizenship engagement. After our discussion of the 
strength and limitations of our study, this dissertation concludes with my imagination for 
the democratic citizenship education of future generations.
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2 The Purpose Statement

This chapter presents the purpose statement of this study. In order to situate our research, 
we first describe the six lacunas in research on Dutch adolescents’ lived citizenship and 
their democratic citizenship development that our study aims to address. We than ex-
plain the main concepts of our study. In sections 2.2 and 2.3 we present our purpose 
statement, the research questions, and the theoretical and practical relevance of our re-
search. Section 2.4 describes which outcomes we expected based on previous studies. 

1.1 Research lacunas 

The first lacuna in existing research that we identified when we investigated adolescents’ 
lived citizenship is a lack of knowledge about the lived citizenship of adolescents. Studies 
on citizenship development traditionally provide insight in students’ knowledge, skills 
and attitudes. few scholars have investigated how these developments resonate with their 
‘lived citizenship’, which can be defined as students’ perceptions of their citizenship, and 
the value that they attach to their citizenship. What are students’ associations with their 
citizenship? Do they care about their citizenship? And does living in a democracy in-
fluence their understanding of good citizenship? These questions have remained largely 
un-investigated. Previously, Leenders, Veugelers and De kat (2007) conducted a survey 
study in which they compared the type of citizenship that Dutch students prefer, and 
the type of citizenship that teachers prefer. They concluded that Dutch students have a 
higher preference for the critical type of citizen than their teachers (Oser & Veugelers 
2008). However, this study did not investigate the meaning that these students them-
selves attach to their citizenship. Based on an explorative study in which eight student 
groups attending pre-university tracks in Amsterdam and the surrounding districts were 
interviewed, Veugelers and Schuitema (2009) concluded that these students did aspire to 
become good citizens, but that their critical and civil engagement seemed less developed. 
Students themselves for instance explained that they preferred the disciplinary and the 
autonomous over the critical citizenship type. When concrete examples were given how-
ever, students also acknowledged the value of the critical citizenship type. We conclude 
that further study into the lived citizenship of Dutch adolescents is needed to gain insight 
in their civic aspirations and their civic-self-images. 

The second lacuna concerns the limited scope of studies on democratic citizenship de-
velopment. Several scholars who investigate young people’s citizenship development have 
argued there are still aspects of people’s citizenship development, activities, and aspi-
rations that we know little about. Haste and Hogan (2006) and Herbots and Elchardus 
(2010) for instance critiqued the focus on measuring people’s participation in traditional 
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political activities. Haste and Hogan (2006) Veugelers (2007) and Westheimer and kah-
ne (2004) also critiqued citizenship studies for measuring political participation without 
attending to the normative components involved. In accordance with various thick con-
cepts of democracy and democratic citizenship as described in Chapter Six, citizens also 
need to develop their perceptions of current democratic deficits and how these deficits 
cannot be attributed to bad politics alone. We conclude that more research is needed to 
gain insight in the way that the lived citizenship of Dutch adolescents relates to a thick 
concept of democratic citizenship development. 

The third lacuna concerns the limited attention to the complexity of democratic citi-
zenship development in citizenship studies. In her report Democracy beyond institutions 
(Adriaansens 2006), the National Council for Civic Development concluded that we still 
know little about the motivation of people to prefer or reject democracy, and about their 
understanding and imagination of democratic values. What do adolescents mean when 
they claim that they value freedom of speech? And how does this translate into their 
sense of their civic responsibilities? Similarly, we know little about students’ appreciation 
of living in a pluralist society, how they make sense of diversity issues and how they cope 
with these issues. In a survey study into the democratic knowledge, attitudes and compe-
tences of 792 eighteen to twenty-five year olds in the Netherlands which was conducted 
in 2007, Binnema, Adriaansen and Verhue (2007) concluded that while most youth ac-
cept that people have different opinions, only fifty per-cent agreed with the position that 
‘our society is more interesting because of the plurality of cultures’. What do students 
value about different cultures? And which reservations do they have? To gain insight in 
such questions, further study is needed. The complexity of democratic citizenship devel-
opment not only relates to the different aspects involved. It also relates to the complex 
interplay of intra-personal, inter-personal and extra-personal conditions. This is the sub-
ject of the following omissions.

The fourth lacuna relates to the insights in discrepancies among student categories. 
Previously, scholars have investigated the influence of one’s social economic and demo-
graphic background and one’s socialization on the identity development (Bourdieu 1989; 
Willis 1977; Paulle 2005; Hadioui 2010). Scholars have studied the influence of gender 
and ethnicity (Admiraal, Geboers, Geijsel & Ten Dam 2010; Naber 2004) and the kind 
of citizenship experiences and civic learning opportunities that are offered (Verba et al. 
2003; kahne, Middaugh & Circle 2008). And they have studied how students’ (partial-
ly self-reported) citizenship development varies among student categories. In a study 
among 2048 Dutch students in the higher levels of pre-university education, (Admiraal 
et al. 2010) for instance found that girls obtain better scores on democratic knowledge, 
reflection, ability to listen and willingness to listen to each other, while boys scored better 
on their capacity to raise their voice. Students with an immigrant background reported 
less knowledge about democratic participation, but more about the capacity to raise one’s 
voice, and reflect on democratic participation. The recent Cito study (Wagenaar, Van 
der Schoot & Hemker 2011) on the other hand did not find significant discrepancies 
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in the citizenship knowledge development amongst boys and girls. The Cito study did 
report less citizenship knowledge among students from single parent families with low 
SES when compared to their peers. In the Uk, Haste and Hogan (2006) found that girls 
are more interested in ‘quality of life’ and ‘green issues’ and boys show more interest in 
sovereignty issues. The recent IEA study (Maslowski et al. 2009) revealed huge difference 
in citizenship knowledge among vocational and pre-university students. And Grever and 
Ribbens (2007) found that adolescents’ identification with the nation state differs among 
adolescents with different ethnic backgrounds. 

However, we know little about how adolescents’ democratic engagement varies among 
student categories. This resides with the first and second lacuna that we identified. In a 
study among students in a College of Education in the US, Carr (2008) found a relation 
between race and young people’s perceptions of the value of democracy and voting. He 
also found that non-white student categories were more likely to relate racism to democ-
racy, whilst white students were more likely to relate social justice to democracy. This 
type of research has not been conducted in the Netherlands.

The fifth lacuna concerns the limited insight in adolescents’ perceptions of influential 
circumstances. few researchers seem to have investigated adolescents’ own accounts of 
the experiences, circumstances and people that have been influential in the development 
of their democratic development. Veugelers (2008: 79-91) has argued that young people 
tend to be unaware of the interrelatedness of their perceptions and cultural practices and 
discourses, and that they deny the influence of peers and adults. What does this mean for 
adolescents’ perceptions of the emergence of their democratic engagement? More insight 
in adolescents’ perceptions of the emergence of their democratic engagement and devel-
opment is needed in order to investigate gaps between their perceptions and scientific 
knowledge about the influence of external and internal conditions. Insight in these gaps 
can be deplored to improve citizenship curricula and develop teacher strategies that fa-
cilitate the development of democratic literacy, participation and sense of engagement. 
In this context it is also important to study adolescents’ citizenship aspirations, especially 
their sense of the need to develop their citizenship capacities and the role that school 
needs to play in this respect. An explorative study (Veugelers & Schuitema 2009) of stu-
dents’ perceptions of their citizenship and the role of citizenship education among eight 
student groups attending pre-university tracks in Amsterdam and the surrounding dis-
tricts revealed that these students had few associations with citizenship education. In 
general, they referred to classes in social competences and about the political system. 
Students also reported that they felt capable to build relationships and cope with differ-
ences among people. In their view, they did not need to learn these kinds of capacities in 
schools. We conclude that more insight is needed in students’ perceptions of their current 
citizenship capacities and the role of the school in the development of their citizenship 
capacities and identities. 

Sixth, we concluded that in the Netherlands, few researchers have investigated the in-
fluence of citizenship discourses on adolescents’ citizenship narratives and their civic self-im-
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ages. Educational researchers in the Netherlands did study or theorize about the impact 
of educational politics in general on citizenship education and adolescents’ citizenship 
and identity development (De Winter 2004, 2011; Dieleman 2007, 2012; Onstenk 2012; 
Ten Dam & Volman 2003; Veugelers 2007, 2008, 2011). Veugelers (2007) for instance de-
scribed how the focus of identity politics in the Netherlands in general and of citizenship 
education in particular, shifted from a focus on collective emancipation in the Sixties of 
the 20th century to a focus on individual responsibility and autonomy at the beginning 
of the 21st century. And De Winter (2011) critiqued how an individualized discourse in 
youth care and schools instigates practices that are incommensurable with a democratic 
culture. However, compared to the large body of research in Anglo-Saxon countries on 
discourses of citizenship that prevail in educational policy documents (Abowitz & Harish 
2006; Biesta 2011; Biesta & Lawy 2006; Carr 2011; faas 2008; fraser 2008; freire 1972; 
Goodson 2010; Haydon 2003; Hoskins 2008; kymlica 2003; McLaughlin 1998; Parker 
2004, 2007; Westheimer & kahne 2004), The Netherlands have a relatively weak tradition 
of investigating discourses in citizenship education. yet, even in the Uk, Lister, Smith, 
Middelton & Cox (2003) conducted one of the few studies into which discourses of citi-
zenship prevail in the lived citizenship of students. While each of the scholars above has 
argued that the government curriculum developers and teachers need to reflect on the 
discourses that underlie their practices and educational goals, this call has not yet result-
ed in a strand of research into the interrelatedness of students’ narratives on their citizen-
ship in a democratic and pluralist society and the discourses on democracy and diversity 
that prevail in educational policies and curriculum frameworks. 

2.1.1 Main concepts
In the above, we introduced the main concepts of our study: lived citizenship, democratic 
engagement, and citizenship narratives. Here, we explain these concepts and how they 
relate to existing definitions and related concepts in Anglo-Saxon and Dutch research on 
citizenship moral and value education and narrative identity development. Our frame-
work of five dimensions of a thick democratic attitude and our conceptualization of thick 
democracy, which resulted from further theoretical study, are described separately in 
chapters five and Six. 

The concept of lived citizenship highlights that we investigate how students experi-
ence their citizenship and what citizenship means to them. Lived citizenship has been 
defined in different ways. In their study of the extent to which young people in the Uk 
identify themselves as citizens, Lister et al. (2003) for instance adopted Hall & William-
son’s (1999) definition of lived citizenship. They described lived citizenship as ‘the mean-
ing that citizenship actually has in people’s lives and the ways in which people’s social and 
cultural backgrounds and material circumstances affect their lives as citizens’ (Hall & 
Williamson 1999: 2). The IEA study (2007) has used another concept to point to a similar 
phenomenon. They deplored the concept of ‘civic identity’ , which they understand as a 
combination of  ‘civic self-image’, which is defined as ‘individuals’ experiences of their 
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place in each of their civic communities’, and ‘civic connectedness’, which is defined as a 
‘sense of connections to different civic communities and the civic roles individuals play 
within each community’ (IEA 2007: 18). The IEA study thus defines civic identity as a 
subjective concept and a subjective process. 

In our study, we investigate how students perceive and appreciate living in a demo-
cratic and pluralist society and their sense of their citizenship efficacy and responsibility 
in this regard. Table 1 shows these subjective aspects and the ‘actual developments’ that 
they relate to. In Table 1 we also included other pairs of subjective-actual development 
that one might investigate. 

Table 1: Perceived versus ‘actual’ citizenship development
Lived citizenship Citizenship development

Fo
cu

s 
of

 th
is

 s
tu

dy

• Perceptions 
• Appreciations,
• Sense of responsibilities
• Sense of efficacy 
• Sense of connections 
• Sense of commitments 
• Sense of influential experiences

• Cognitive (knowledge),
• Affective (values), and 
• Behavioural (intended participation) aspects of one’s 

attitude
• ‘Actual’ connections (contacts)
• ‘Prove’ of commitments
• Actual influences 

O
th

er
 p

ai
rs

• Sense of participation
• Sense of competences

• Sense of one’s rights 
• Sense of belonging, 
• Sense of autonomy/ 

authenticity
• Civic self-image

• Actual participation, like deliberation experiences
• Competences: moral development (moral sensitivity); 

(micro-) political sensitivity; deliberation and dialogical 
skills; critical thinking skills

• Knowledge about rights, political literacy
• Identification with nation state
• Autonomy

• ‘Actual’ civic identity

Important to note here is that investigating subjective and actual development both im-
plies collecting data on students’ opinions. However, where studies on citizenship devel-
opment investigate an opinion to gain knowledge about a person’s citizenship knowledge, 
studies on lived citizenship primarily investigate an opinion to gain insight in the mean-
ing that a certain phenomenon has for a person.

When one would decide to investigate one’s attitude towards democracy in accord-
ance with a broad concept of attitude as defined by Bohner (2001), one would investigate 
cognitive affective and behavioural components of one’s appreciation of democracy. Since 
we investigate lived citizenship rather than ‘actual’ citizenship development, these con-
cepts have been translated into concepts that highlight the subjective nature of the phe-
nomena under study: students’ perceptions and appreciations of democracy and diversity 
and their sense of their citizenship efficacy and responsibilities. In this study, ‘citizenship 
perceptions’ refers to one’s understandings of what citizenship entails, and one’s images 
of what good citizenship might entail. ‘Appreciations’ refers to the value that one attaches 
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to living in a pluralist and democratic society. ‘Citizenship efficacy’ is understood as one’s 
sense that one can have an impact and  citizenship responsibilities refers to one’s sense of 
one’s task as a citizen towards sustaining and vitalizing democracy and diversity.

In this study democratic engagement is understood as the sum of one’s democratic com-
mitment and one’s actual participation: the extent to which one actually ‘does democracy’ 
(Carr 2011). Our concept is similar to Biesta’s (2011) concept of ‘engagement to the ex-
periment of democracy’. With this concept, Biesta highlights that democracy is an on-go-
ing process in which different stakeholders contribute to the development of public spac-
es in which people can engage in political participation. Biesta also distinguishes between 
a participatory component, which is supported by a certain set of skills and competences, 
and a motivational component, which he refers to as ‘a desire for the particular mode of 
political existence called democracy’ (ibid.: 9). In our study we focus on this motivational 
aspect. Since we have identified perceptions and appreciations of democracy, sense of cit-
izenship efficacy, and sense of citizenship responsibilities as key elements of the first two 
dimension of our theoretical framework of five dimensions that influence the willingness 
to develop a thick democratic attitude, we argue that through investigating students’ nar-
ratives on these themes, we can gain insight in their democratic engagement.

Important to note is that one’s democratic engagement only represents a particular 
aspect of one’s lived citizenship in the same way as one’s democratic citizenship identity 
only reflects one aspect of one’s citizenship identity in general. One’s identification with 
or loyalty towards a particular country or city are also part of one’s citizenship identity. In 
addition, it is important to note that being ‘democratically engaged’ can refer to substan-
tially different commitments and contributions, depending on the underlying concept of 
democracy. In the context of a thin concept of democracy, one might interpret ‘participa-
tion in election campaigns’ as strong democratic engagement, regardless of one’s attitude 
towards same sex marriage. In the context of a thicker concept of democracy on the 
other hand, one will categorize ‘discussing about an ethical way to address a civic issue’ as 
strong democratic engagement. Adopting a thick concept of democracy thus influences 
the extent to which one categorizes certain types of participation and competences as 
democratic. furthermore, thicker concepts of democracy, and as such the type of ‘dem-
ocratic engagement’ that one values, vary amongst each other. Biesta (2011) for instance 
distinguishes between social and political – read democratic – understandings of citizen-
ship, in which the social is conformative and the political transformative. In line with this 
distinction, and in his sympathy for Ranciere’s notion of democracy as an incident, he fo-
cuses on the value of engaging in transformative civic and political processes rather than 
the value of highlighting and consolidating existing equality enhancing procedures and 
practices. In our study, we further theorize about which types of democratic engagement 
one can distinguish based on our theoretical framework, and about how each type might 
influence the democratic and pluralist character of a society.
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In our study, we refer to our data as citizenship narratives, the narratives that result 
from the ‘narrative encounters’ (Goodson & Gill 2011) between the interviewers and the 
interviewees, which specifically aim to elicit adolescents’ citizenship stories. Previously, 
Georgakopoulou (2006) introduced the term ‘small stories’, which refers to stories that 
are co-constructed by two or more persons, and which show many resemblances with 
ordinary conversations. While the data show many resemblances with small stories, we 
prefer using the concept ‘narratives’, which is commonly used in studies that investigate 
the interrelatedness of people’s narratives, their narrating, and their identity development 
in a certain context. 

 In accordance with a social-constructivist perspective, we think of identity de-
velopment as an on-going narrative process. As Goodson, Biesta, Tedder & Adair (2010: 
2) describe in their study on narrative learning: ‘In a very real sense the story constitutes 
the life and the self. Life and self are thus at the same time object and outcome of the 
study’. In a similar way, Seth, Luyckx & Vignoles (2011) have defined the continuous pro-
cess of meaning making though the creation of a personal story as ‘the narrative structure 
of identity development’. Inspired by social-constructivist and postmodernists theories, 
we understand identity as a sense of self which continuously develops in relation to one’s 
multiple voices, one’s location, the narratives (or frames) through which a person is po-
sitioned, the internal and interpersonal narration of one’s life story, and (ones reflection 
on) the ‘refraction’, or processes of ‘refocusing, redirecting and reinterpreting’ (Goodson 
& Gill 2011: 120) that take place. As Goodson and Gill eloquently describe:

A person acts upon different voices within him/herself and each of these voices holds 
a different authority over the individual. Some of these voices are ancestors, some be-
long to a particular profession of vocation, some speak in the voice of dominant social 
and political forces, some speak from the concern of, for instance, being a parent, a 
child, or a sibling; some come from a person’s own ego, and some may be represented 
by a higher version or from spiritual sources. These voices debate inside the person 
and command his/her narrative in accordance with the interlocutors, the spaces from 
which he/she speaks, and for what purposes. So, reframing starts from an internal 
negotiation with these different voices and results in a person’s decision in terms of 
what constitutes his/her commanding voice at the time. This internal conversation 
can than lead to a shift of voice in the life story (Goodson & Gill 2011: 119-120).

One’s citizenship narratives thus reflect how one gives meaning to one’s citizenship at a 
certain moment in time and in a certain context. These narratives are the data that were 
analysed. In the method chapter, we further elaborate on our understanding of the narra-
tive process and the validity of narrative data.
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2.2 Purpose of the study

With our research project, we’ve started to address the six lacunas that we identified in 
the previous section. Main objective is to gain insight in the type of democratic engage-
ment that these adolescents have developed. Given our selection of a mix of students who 
live in an urban area in the Netherlands and given the similarities in educational policies 
and practices in other countries, our findings also enable us to theorize about the type 
of democratic citizenship engagement that prevails among a larger group of students in 
the Netherlands and internationally. Second objective is to further conceptualize thick 
democratic engagement. Third objective is to gain insights in three factors that influence 
processes of democratic citizenship development in formal education: the complexity 
and multiplicity of democratic citizenship development, the gaps between adolescents’ 
citizenship aspirations and goals of democratic citizenship education, and the spaces, 
discourses and infrastructure in formal education through which Dutch adolescents can 
develop their democratic citizenship literacy, competences and engagement. 

2.2.1 Theoretical and practical relevance
The theoretical relevance of our study is twofold. first, through gaining insight in the 
democratic engagement of these students, this study contributes to the development of a 
research agenda for studying the democratic citizenship engagement of a larger group of 
citizens in the Netherlands and internationally, and the presence of the required spaces, 
discourses and infrastructure for the development of one’s democratic engagement. Sec-
ond, our study contributes to academic discussions about what thick democracy, thick 
democratic engagement and thick democratic citizenship entail, and the development of 
an analytic framework for studying adolescents’ democratic engagement. As such, our 
study also contributes to academic discussions on the type of citizenship development 
that is prerequisite for a democratic society to preserve and strengthen its democratic 
character.

To explain the practical value of our study, we refer to a recent report by the Educa-
tion Council (Onderwijsraad 2012), an independent government advisory body which 
advises different political bodies. In this report, the Education Council identified several 
lacunas in the development of citizenship education in the Netherlands and gave three 
recommendations for the further development of citizenship curricula in all levels of for-
mal education.  first, it stressed that citizenship education is a task of the broader society. 
In this context, it urged the governments to provide the necessary educational trainings 
to teachers and schools to develop their citizenship curriculum. Second, it stated that 
because we still know little about how to reach citizenship education targets, platforms 
need to be created in which educational partners work together on the development of 
educational and research agenda’s. Third, it advocated a stronger focus on democracy in 
citizenship education goals, and recommended the integration of citizenship education 
goals and general educational goals per sector. 
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Our study contributes to two of these areas. first, we contribute to the development 
of a theoretical framework for democratic citizenship education. Second, we develop 
recommendations for democratic citizenship education that reside with a thick concept 
of democracy and democratic citizenship. These recommendations are presented in the 
discussion chapter. Given the similarities in the educational policies and practices inter-
nationally, we argue that our findings and recommendations are also relevant to teachers 
and researchers internationally who contribute to democratic citizenship development 
and education.

2.3 Research questions

In our study, we investigate the lived citizenship of adolescents in an urban area in the 
Netherlands. In particular, we investigate how students give meaning to their citizenship 
in a democratic and pluralist society. Since our research not only investigates the lived 
citizenship of adolescents, but also theorizes about what thick democratic engagement 
and citizenship entails, we also included two theoretical questions:

1  Which dimensions influence one’s willingness to develop a thick democratic attitude? 
 In this context we study literature from scholars who specialize in thicker types of 

democratic citizenship education about key features of a democratic way of life and a 
thick democratic citizenship attitude and related conditions (Chapter 5).

2 What does thick democracy entail?
 In this context we study the concepts of thick democracy as defined by four scholars 

in the United States and Canada who specialize in citizenship education and literature 
on critiques on deficits in democracy and democratic citizenship education the Neth-
erlands (Chapter 6).

for our empirical study, we developed the following research questions:

1. Which democratic narratives have these adolescents developed? 
 In particular, we investigate to which extent their perceptions and appreciations of de-

mocracy reflect a thicker concept of democracy. In addition, we investigate the rich-
ness of students’ narratives on democracy (Chapter 7). 

2. Which diversity issues do these adolescents identify?
 In particular, we investigate which diversity issues they identify and how the issues 

that they identify relate to dichotomies amongst Dutch citizens that have been identi-
fied by Dutch scholars. We also investigate how their interpretation of these diversity 
issues relates to different types of culturally embedded differences (Chapter 8).
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3. How do these adolescents give meaning to their citizenship efficacy?  
 In this context, we investigate if they feel that they can have an impact in the civil, civic 

and political domain. In particular, we investigate which domain dominates in their 
narratives about their citizenship efficacy, which types of experiences and influences 
they narrate about, and to which extent they refer to the moral dimension of their 
citizenship efficacy (Chapter 9). 

4. What sense of their citizenship responsibility have these adolescents developed? 
 In this context we compare the citizenship responsibilities as identified by one of the 

students in our sample with the democratic citizenship responsibilities as identified 
by two educational scholars who advocate a thicker type of democratic citizenship 
education. This one student is selected for having a predominantly thin concept of de-
mocracy, and as such represents a large number of citizens in the Netherlands (Chap-
ter 10).

Through investigating these four themes, we want to gain insight in the type of demo-
cratic engagement that these students have developed. On each of these four themes, we 
also investigate how the lived citizenship of these adolescents varies among student cat-
egories, and how these adolescents perceive the emergence of their current perceptions 
and appreciations towards the democratic and pluralist character of the Dutch society. 

2.4 Expected findings

Which results did we expect based on the literature study that was conducted in the ori-
entation phase of the study? Our conclusion that few researchers have investigated ado-
lescents’ perceptions and appreciations of the democratic and pluralist character of their 
society made us expect that such themes are also a blind spot in  practices of citizenship 
education, and subsequently, in the lived citizenship of adolescent in the Netherlands. 
Given the fact that social studies textbooks in general teach students about democracy 
as a political system (Nieuwelink 2008), and that students in the Netherlands still have 
limited possibility to engage in joint decision-making procedures in schools (Veugelers, 
Derriks & De kat 2005), we also expected a thin conception of democracy to dominate in 
students’ narratives. furthermore, we expected students to refer to the news and school-
books rather than personal experiences with democratic procedures and practices when 
they explain the background of their appreciations and perceptions of democracy. We 
also expected them to identify different responsibilities towards democracy and diver-
sity, and as a good citizen ‘in general’. furthermore, we expected students to have rather 
fragmented narratives about their democratic citizenship. What type of narratives we 
could expect is nicely described in this excerpt from Lister’s report on a study of the lived 
citizenship of adolescents in the Uk:
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Given the difficulties that many British adults have in articulating understandings 
of citizenship, it would be surprising if young people found it easy (although with the 
advent of compulsory citizenship education from 2002 this might change). Citizen-
ship was not part of the everyday language of the young people in our study. Never-
theless, the great majority engaged with the interviews with considerable enthusiasm 
and sometimes passion. The topic of citizenship appeared to provide a framework for 
discussion of issues of great relevance to their lives and experiences. Even though the 
language of citizenship was foreign to them, its essence resonated with their own at-
tempts to make sense of their position in society (Lister et al. 2003: 3-4).

Given the diversity in democratic knowledge, attitudes and capacities that have been 
measured before among students of different sexes and students from different student 
tracks, we also expected find the citizenship narratives to vary among student categories. 
Since in general, girls seem to be more focused on social processes and pre-university 
boys more on knowledge, we expected that compared to boys, girls more often draw a 
link between democracy and culture.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In Chapter Two, we presented the purpose statement and explained the key concepts of 
our study. The following chapters describe the research methodology. In Chapter Three, 
we describe the methods of study, the research design, and the interview design. Chap-
ter four describes the data collection process, the tools for qualitative analysis that we 
deplored, and the data analysis process. Both chapters conclude with a discussion of the 
strengths and limitations of the study.
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3 Research Design

We start this chapter explaining our choice for narrative and thematic research, and de-
scribing the theoretical concepts and tools that we adopted from these methods. We then 
describe the overall research design in order to explain the role and place of our concep-
tual study in this empirical research project. Section 3.3 describes the research instru-
ment and the interview tools that were applied. We conclude with a discussion of the 
strength and limitations of the research instrument.

3.1 Methods of study

In the Denzin and Lincoln’s Handbook on Qualitative Research, qualitative research has 
been defined as: 

A multi-method in focus, involving an interpretative, naturalistic approach to its 
subject matter. This means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural 
settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the me-
anings people bring to them (Denzin & Lincoln 1994: 2).

This definition highlights how qualitative study is particularly valuable when one seeks 
to disclose meaning making processes and/or aims to gain deeper insight in a certain 
phenomenon. Other reasons to conduct qualitative studies are when a research ques-
tion demands a cyclic process of theory development and empirical study (Wester & 
Peters 1998; Wolcott 1994); when one investigates the stories behind one’s opinions and 
feelings, and when one investigates the construction of peoples’ narratives in a social 
or cultural context (Goodson & Sikes 2001; Riessman 2008). furthermore, qualitative 
research methods like discourse analysis are commonly used to study policy documents 
and newspapers. This study of adolescents’ lived citizenship meets several criteria:

• Rather than collecting data on a given set of themes, we explore which themes 
prevail in adolescents’ narratives about democracy, diversity and their citizenship; 

• We  further develop the conceptual framework during, and with help of, the data 
analysis and vice versa;

• We investigate peoples’ narratives: their accounts of the background of their per-
ceptions, appreciations and sense of responsibility towards democracy and diver-
sity;

• And, we aim to gain insight in the multiplicity and complexity of developing one’s 
democratic engagement in a certain educational context.
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In order to position our study in a wider context of qualitative research traditions, we 
here explain our choice for the narrative and thematic method and describe which theo-
retical concepts and strategies from these methods have been used in our study.

3.1.1  Narrative research 
Narrative research has become a popular ‘method’ among psychologist, anthropologist 
and feminist scholars. In general, narrative research aims to 

elicit stories around a theme in as unobtrusive a manner possible, attending to the 
context of the relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee, and then to 
analyse these stories in the framework of the questions that the researcher brings to 
them, giving due consideration to the linguistic and cultural context that shaped the 
account, both immediate and in terms of the larger culture (Josselson 2011: 228). 

Josselson nicely described how narrative research is not a single method, but rather a 
range of research theories and strategies: ‘Grounded in hermeneutics, phenomenology, 
ethnography, and literary analysis, narrative research eschews methodological ortho-
doxy in favour of doing what is necessary to capture the lived experience of people in 
terms of their own meaning making and who theorize about this in insightful ways’ 
(ibid.: 225). 

Our study particularly builds on the work of narrative psychologists who have theo-
rized about ‘how personality and identity are constructed narratively’ (Wertz 2011: 65). 
Bruner (1990) for instance studied how people tent to organize their experiences through 
developing narratives, and how these narratives are created in a cultural context that 
provides the language and symbols through which people can develop their narratives 
and make one-self understandable. He came to perceive narratives as ‘the building blocks 
of the construction of reality and meaning’ (Wertz 2011: 65). Both notions are key to 
this study: that people construct their identity in a narrative way, and that people give 
meaning to phenomena trough developing personal narratives and negotiating existing 
narratives in the larger society. 

Because narratives researchers depart from different research traditions and para-
digms (Riessman 2008; Andrews, Squire & Tamboukou 2008), different theories have 
been developed about how narratives are constructed and what ‘identity’ means. Build-
ing on a post-modernist paradigm, Brockmeier (2001: 53) for instance defined the self as 
a ‘reflexive construction’. Likewise, De fina (2003: 17) described how: ‘According to this 
approach, stories reflect an inner reality, but also shape it and therefore identity cannot 
be seen as a product or a given, but needs to be seen as an ever changing process’. She also 
explained how this concept of identity differs from the one that prevails in conversation 
analysis, where identity as ‘a process in itself, constituted in ‘performance’, negotiated 
and enacted, not internalized in any way, and with no substantial existence outside the 
local interactional context’ (ibid.: 17-18). Since our study departs from a social-construc-



Research Design 45

tivist and poststructuralist paradigm, and as described in section 2.9., we came to de-
fine identity as a sense of self which continuously develops in relation to one’s multiple 
voices, one’s location, the narratives (or frames) through which a person is positioned, 
the internal and interpersonal narration of one’s life story, and (ones reflection on) one’s 
‘refraction’(Goodson & Gill 2011: 120): the processes of ‘refocusing, redirecting and rein-
terpreting’ public discourses and events that affect the course of one’s life.

The first reason to choose narrative research relates to the type of data that we collect. 
Typical for narrative research is that one collects stories around a certain theme. In our 
study, we collected and analysed students’ narratives about how they give meaning to 
their citizenship in a democratic and pluralist society. Our choice to refer to our data as 
citizenship narratives has been explained in section 2.1.1.

The second reason relates to the first one. for our data collection we also used re-
search instruments as used in narrative study to stimulate narrative identity construc-
tion. Wengraf for instance distinguished between ‘narrative-pointed questions’ (Wengraf 
2001: 127), which are typical for narrative inquiry, and open interview questions, which 
‘allow’ people to narrate. Both types of questions were included in the interview design. 
To stimulate storying during the interviews, we for instance asked student to narrate 
about experiences which influenced their perceptions and appreciations towards democ-
racy, diversity and citizenship. A general open ended question on the other hand was 
‘What do you appreciate about living in a pluralist society?’. 

The third reason relates to the richness of tools available to reflect on the methodolog-
ical questions of studying narratives. While attending to the subjectivity of the researcher 
is a general feature of qualitative study, narrative research has the strongest tradition of 
theorizing and reflecting about the different facets involved in the co-construction of 
narratives in general and in research settings. Riessman for instance described how, ‘both 
the interviewer and the interviewee co-construct narrative and meaning in narrative in-
terviewing’ (Riessman 2008: 23). In line with Riessman’s methodological work and in the 
context of our study of students’ citizenship narratives, we acknowledge that students’ 
citizenship narratives are, to a certain extent, constructed during the interviews and in-
fluenced by the questions and comments made by the interviewer and other participants 
in the focus groups. We acknowledge that because of the situatedness of the interviewer 
and the other participants and because of the location in which the interview took place, 
some aspects of students’ lived citizenship have gained more attention in the narrative 
process than others. And we acknowledge that people’s narratives continuously develop, 
and therefore that the narratives that were collected only give an account of these stu-
dents’ lived citizenship at a specific time. Such methodological reflections and underlying 
theories on the co-construction of narratives are common practice in analysis. Given 
the fact that we studied citizenship narratives among adolescents, and how they relate to 
systemic citizenship narratives, in particular discourses in citizenship education, we also 
considered using discourse analysis. However, as explained in the above, the narrative 
method was selected because it provides more theories and tools to collect and analyse 
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narratives of individuals and reflect on the methodological issues of collecting narrative 
data in research settings.

 The fourth reason to select narrative research relates to the fact that we applied 
tools from narrative research methods to analyse students’ narratives and to reflect on the 
quality of the study. Narrative research for instance has provided useful theories and tools 
to reflect on the length and characteristics of narrative data. As Riessman noted, ‘nar-
ratives come in many forms and sizes, ranging from brief, tightly bounded stories told 
in answer to one single question, to long narratives that build over the course of several 
interviews and traverse temporal and geographical space – biographical accounts that 
refer to entire lives or careers’ (ibid.: 23). Our interview design with semi-structured in-
terviews, the co-construction of part of their narratives in focus groups, and the fact that 
our interview design also contained non-narrative questions, influenced the length and 
character of the stories that we collected. In the methods of analysis section we discuss 
the methodological aspects of co-constructing and analysing ‘fragmented’ narratives.

3.1.2 Thematic research 
This study can also be characterized as a ‘collective case study’ (Stake 1994), a study that 
investigates a number of cases jointly to investigate a certain phenomenon, in this case 
the lived citizenship of the whole student sample. While there are several general pro-
cedures for case studies, we decided to use tools from narrative and thematic research 
to analyse our data and enhance the internal reliability of the study. In this section, we 
shortly describe the features of thematic research. 

for long, thematic research has not been acknowledged as a separate research meth-
od. Instead, ‘thematic’ often referred to the focus of the analysis: ‘identifying and ana-
lysing patterns of meaning in a data set [to] illustrate which themes are important in 
the description of the phenomenon under study’ (Joffe 2012). This type of analysis can 
be conducted with different methods. Through discourse analysis, for instance, one can 
investigate the themes that dominate in a certain public discourse. This way one might 
investigate the discourse on multiculturalism in newspapers. Another option is to con-
duct a ‘narrative thematic analysis’ (Riessman 2008) to investigate the impact that the 
multicultural society has on people’s lives through studying the different themes on mul-
ticulturalism that appear in their narratives, and how they influence the development 
of people’s narratives. yet, as Joffe (2012: 210) describes: ‘Thematic analysis has recently 
been recognized as a method in its own right’. She describes how this method has its roots 
in content analysis, and how it has been developed to investigate ‘themata’, ‘tacit prefer-
ences or commitments to certain kinds of concepts which are shared in groups, without 
conscious recognition of them’ (ibid.: 211). Since we did not find a description of tools 
and procedures for a thematic analysis that includes tools to enhance the intersubjectivity 
of the study, we decided to use tools from the constructivist grounded theory approach 
and narrative thematic analysis for the various thematic analyses in this study. In section 
3.6 we further describe these tools, and how they were applied. 
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3.2 Dialogical research design

As common feature of qualitative research is its openness to alterations in the research 
questions, theoretical frame, and research design. Wolcott (1994) for instance argues that 
qualitative study is a dialectic rather than a linear process. And Wester and Peters (1998: 
118) have argued that negotiating the purpose statement during the entire research pro-
cess is typical for qualitative research, since the research process can lead to the specifi-
cation of the theoretical frame and the research questions. Because we investigate which 
themes stand out in students’ citizenship narratives, further development of the research 
questions has been built into the research design of our study. 

In line with our choice for a dialectic research process we developed an abductive re-
search design. This means that our study combines elements from deductive and induc-
tive research (Maso & Smaling 1998). In line with the deductive approach we investigate 
students’ citizenship narratives with a theoretical framework that resides with elements 
of our thick concepts of democracy and democratic citizenship. In line with an inductive 
approach we investigate common themes that emerge from the data, students’ citizenship 
narratives. Inductive research is also characterized by an iterative process of data collec-
tion and analysis (Charmaz 2011). In an iterative process of data collection is selected 
when one intends to probe on certain themes that emerge from the data collection pro-
cess. Because we aim to explore students’ narratives in the context of a predefined the-
oretical framework, we opted for a more static data collection process. for our analytic 
process we did develop an itinerary design, because we wanted our primary data analysis 
to give direction to further conceptual study and vice versa. 

 primary theoretical  data collection  primary 
 framework     analysis 

  theory driven  conceptual
  analysis  study

      
  

As the schedule above reveals, our primary data analysis starts with the identification 
and categorization of the themes that emerge from students’ narratives. During this cat-
egorisation process, the themes are structured in relation to the main concepts in the 
original framework, which distinguishes five dimensions that influence the willingness 
to develop a thick democratic attitude. After this process, we select one specific theme 
for further analysis, and start exploring commonalities and discrepancies in students’ 
narratives within the different main themes. Parallel to this exploration, we conduct a 
conceptual study into this particular theme. Objective of this conceptual study, for in-
stance  on ‘thick democracy’, is to explore which  conception might be helpful to develop 
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an analytical framework for a more deductive, theory driven analysis of students’ citizen-
ship narratives on this particular theme. After finishing this deductive follow up study, a 
new cycle of data analysis is started. In section 4.6, after having explained which analytic 
tools we selected, we further explain our selection of certain themes for further analysis 
within this research project.

3.3 Research instrument

Students’ citizenship narratives are collected through the students’ participation in an 
interview cycle with six interviews. Rationale for developing an interview cycle is that 
we want to obtain data on various aspects of students’ lived citizenship. Students’ partic-
ipation in six interviews also enhances the richness of our data. In sections 3.3.1 to 3.3.3, 
we describe the interview method, design, and techniques that we deplore. Section 3.3.4 
discusses the validity of the research instrument. 

3.3.1   In-depth semi-structured interviews
Democracy, diversity, and citizenship are highly abstract items. Hence, we expect that stu-
dents will not narrate easily about their relation with democracy and diversity. We there-
fore prefer a semi-structured interview design over the open interview method (Maso & 
Smaling 1998: 88-94) and BNIM, the Biographic Narrative Interpretive Method (Wen-
graf 2001: 111-184), a commonly used method in life history research and biographic 
research. Choosing for semi-structured depth interviews also enables us to collect data 
on the different dimensions that influence one’s development of a thicker type of demo-
cratic citizenship identity (as described in Chapter five). furthermore, a semi-structured 
interview design makes it easier for peer interviewers to participate in the data collection 
process. With an open interview framework, peer interviewers have fewer tools to direct 
students’ narratives and collect data on all the aspects of students’ lived citizenship under 
investigation. As Wengraf (ibid.: 6) described, ‘in depth’ interviews can either aim for 
more detailed knowledge about a certain phenomenon, or they can aim to gain insight 
in the complexity of a certain phenomenon: in ‘how surface appearances may be quite 
misleading about depth realities’. Both aims reside with the aims of our study. We for 
instance collect the narratives behind students’ appreciations of living in a democracy in 
order to investigate the multiplicity behind, among others, their overall appreciation of 
democracy (see Chapter Seven). 

3.3.2  Interview cycle
Students participate in four focus groups and two individual interviews. Each interview 
contains five open ended questions. During focus groups, students are asked to answer 
the questions individually on paper at the start of the interview to make sure each voice 
was captured. Answers are then exchanged, deepened and discussed in the group. In 



Research Design 49

the individual interviews, respondents are asked to elaborate on the background of their 
perceptions, appreciations and engagement. The interviews and interview questions are 
listed below:  

1  Topic: Perceptions and appreciations regarding the democratic character of their so-
ciety

 Interview type: Group 
 Elicitation questions: What does democracy mean? 
 Main question: Do you think it is important to live in a democratic society? 
 follow up questions: 
 What do you think goes well/does not go well? 
 How come do you think these things go well/do not go well? 
 When is democracy at stake? 
 Who should defend and develop democracy? 
 How do you understand your own role in defending and developing democracy? 
 Did you think about your role in a democratic before? How come? 

2  Topic: Perceptions and appreciations regarding the pluralist character of their society 
 Interview type: Group 
 Elicitation questions: What is your understanding of diversity? 
 Main question: Do you think it is important to live in a pluralist society? 
 follow up questions: 
 What do you think goes well/does not go well?
 How come do you think these things go well/ do not go well? 
 Who should address diversity issues? 
 How do you understand your own role in defending and developing diversity? 
 Did you think about your role in a pluralist society before? How come? 

3  Topic: The background of their perceptions, appreciations and sense of responsibili-
ties

 Interview type: Individual
 Main questions: Which situations or experiences have had an impact on your percep-

tions and appreciations as expressed in the first interviews; Did you talk to about these 
issues before; Did or did you not think about these subjects before?

 Main question: How did different aspects of your current engagement with democra-
cy and diversity develop? 

 follow up questions: 
 Here, I asked about the emergence of specific perceptions and appreciations that stu-

dents had talked about during group interviews one and two. 
 Are you content with their current perceptions and appreciations of democracy and 

diversity?
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4  Topic: Sensitivity to social justice issues 
 Interview type: Group 
 Elicitation questions: Select a civic issue. 
 Main question: Why did you choose this issue? What is your understanding of the 

emergence of this issue?
 follow up questions: 
 What causes the issue? 
 Who are the designated parties to address this issue? 
 Do you think it is important that a society addresses this issue?
 Do you know somebody that is involved in addressing this issue? 
 How would you describe your task in addressing this issue?

5  Topic: Sense of good citizenship and citizenship responsibilities
 Interview type: Group
 Elicitation questions: Do you recognize the categories of citizenship activities listed 

on the hand out? Do you want to add any? Or leave some out?
 Main question: What makes you a good citizen? When would you consider yourself 

a bad citizen? 
 follow up questions: 
 Do you know people (yourself) who you consider a good citizen?
 Do you know people (yourself) who you consider a bad citizen?
 What makes them good/bad?
 How does this affect your idea about what kind of citizen you want to be? 

6  Topic: Efficacy and Dialogue, respondents’ evaluation of their own portrayal and their 
participation

 Interview type: individual
 Elicitation questions: How accurate is the portrayal of your perceptions and appreci-

ations of democracy and diversity and your sense of responsibilities as a citizen in this 
regard? What is it like to read your own citizenship narratives?

 Main questions: Do you think you can make a difference (if you would want to)? Do 
you think the government is receptive to actions of civilians?

 follow up questions: 
 How come you think this way about your own willingness and capacity to make a 

difference in society? 
 What is the influence of school programmes and other experiences?
 How did you like participating in this study? 
 Was there anything you disliked about the interview questions or about participating 

in this study?
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As explained more elaborately in our files on the interview design, each interview ques-
tion corresponds with one of the dimensions of our theoretical framework on one’s will-
ingness to develop a democratic attitude. Each interview cycle took two month to com-
plete. We decided to interview one group at a time, because it allowed us to transcribe the 
interviews shortly after they had been conducted, and check un-clarities about students’ 
utterances in the proceeding interviews. In addition, this procedure enabled us to devel-
op portrayals of all respondents. This portrayal, which presented an overview of one’s 
citizenship narratives structured per interview theme, was sent to the students prior to 
their last interview in order to give them the opportunity to nuance or add to their citi-
zenship narratives.

3.3.3 Interview techniques
Open interview techniques and ‘active listening’ strategies (Wengraf 2001: 128) were ap-
plied in order to stimulate students to elaborate on their stories. Open interview techniques 
were applied to optimise the quality of the data collection. We formulated open-ended 
questions like ‘Can you give an example of..?’, and repeated a word or sentence in order to 
encourage students to elaborate on a particular aspect of their story. In addition, non-ver-
bal communication techniques were used to build trusting relationships and stimulate 
the narrating process (Smaling & Maso 1998). In addition, we checked observations and 
interpretations of non-verbal communication: ‘from … I got the impression that you do 
not feel uncomfortable when you are asked to give your opinion about x?’ 

The focus group setting enabled respondents to help each other to express their per-
ceptions and appreciations regarding democracy, diversity, and their citizenship. In ad-
dition, we reckoned that learning about other students’ troubles with expressing their 
opinions and feelings might help them to feel less concerned about the rightness of their 
answers. To make students feel comfortable, we also repeatedly mentioned that they 
could not give wrong answers: That if they did not have an answer or did not understand 
the question, this was valuable information for us as well. We also invited students to 
reflect on why they had no prior knowledge about democracy, for instance, and why a 
question puzzled them. 

As expected and stimulated, students started to copy the open interview techniques in 
the focus groups. They started asking each other about their perceptions and underlying 
experiences, and they started asking the interviewers about their opinions as well. When 
they did, we explained that we would be happy to share opinion after the interview. In 
our answers to our respondents’ questions, we were also careful not to elaborate on our 
theoretical frame, because this would influence the quality of the data. Another interview 
strategy that we applied to enhance the quality of the data was to let respondents answer 
the questions on paper at the beginning of each group interview. This strategy enabled 
students to find their own voice, and provided us with the possibility to check if we had 
caught enough of the voice of each student. 
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3.3.4 Strength and limitations
This section discusses the validity of the research instrument. In particular, we discuss the 
influence of the data collection process on the data, and describe which measures were 
taken to avoid systematic and unsystematic distortions. 

During the data collection process, examples of narrative learning processes during 
the interviews were filed in the ‘memo data-collection’. Ben (P/D) for instance mentioned 
that ‘because of participating, I know better what I think now’. And Leila (V/I) felt that 
she no longer wanted to be ignorant about what happens in the world. During the inter-
views, she had identified ‘being knowledgeable about what happens in the world’ as a civ-
ic responsibility. She now decided to watch the news more often. Given these indications 
of the learning that took place during the interviews, it is important to be explicit about 
what we investigated. In general, we analysed the conglomerate of their narratives. In 
the empirical chapters on democratic narratives however, we also studied developments 
in the richness of students’ narratives. One could argue that a research design with one 
individual interview would have rendered more accurate images of individual students’ 
citizenship narratives at a certain time and place. Given the abstract nature of the themes 
that we investigated however, we figured that offering time and inspiration through their 
joint participation in several focus group sessions would help them to express themselves, 
and would thus lead to richer data. Another advantage of our research design was that 
it enabled us to compare students’ citizenship narratives across interviews and themes.

Several measures were taken to enhance the validity of the research instrument. first, 
we tried to avoid systematic distortions (Smaling & Maso 1998: 71). In this context, we 
consulted peer researchers about the interview questions and design. Second, we did two 
pilot focus group sessions with pre-university students at another school to check the 
clearness of the interview questions and detect methodological and organizational is-
sues that needed our attendance. One of the issues that we identified during these pilots 
was the tension between preserving the flow of the conversation in the group interview 
and asking follow-up questions that invited students to elaborate on one aspect of their 
stories. We decided to focus on preserving and facilitating the natural flow of the in-
terview conversation. follow-up questions were postponed to the individual interviews, 
unless they served another goal: when we wanted to stimulate students’ imagination on 
the main themes in our study, or to activate a student’s narrating process. In this context, 
we would for instance ask: ‘How does Carol’s view on possible threats to democracy relate 
to yours?’ Third, we reflected on the co-constructed and partial nature of students’ citi-
zenship narratives and its implications for the quality of the data. As Goodson and Sikes 
argued, life stories contain ‘a partial, selective commentary on lived experience’ (Good-
son & Sikes 2001: 16). Since people’s stories are always embedded in a certain context 
and influenced by their mood during the interviews, the situatedness of the data does not 
necessarily endanger its quality. Instead, the quality of the data it judged on the extent to 
which unsystematic distortions have been avoided. This means that a researcher needs to 
reflect on the possible impact of the situatedness of the interviewers and the respondents, 
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the relations of the interviewees with each other, and the location of the interview on the 
data collection process. 

To avoid unsystematic distortions, we adopted several strategies for data collection in 
focus groups (Hennink, Hutter & Bailey 2011). We for instance attributed students with 
similar vocational strength to the same group and we tried to separate students with 
friendship relations in order to avoid a possible negative impact of such relations on the 
group dynamics. In addition, when we felt that there was a tension between students in 
a group, this was checked in the individual interviews. This strategy also enabled us to 
check whether students had felt unable to express themselves freely, and obtain addition-
al information about their lived citizenship. How this strategy enhanced the richness of 
our data is nicely illustrated in the following interview segment of Tess: 

I am harassed on a regular basis by a group of Moroccan guys. When you’re blond, 
you’re more often called names. I’ve become more and more scared to go to the su-
permarket because of it… and… I did not talk about it in the focus group because 
I don’t think it is appropriate, since there are also two students with an immigrant 
background in our focus group. They probably will not offend others themselves, but 
it happens…

In the individual interview, Tess revealed that she had not felt comfortable sharing her 
opinion on issues that related to youth with an immigrant background. The individual 
interviews also enabled Tess to share her perspective on one of the discussions during 
the interviews. She had been shocked by the empathy expressed by some of the other 
interviewees in her group for the murder of a Dutch film director a few years earlier. 
This director had been murdered by a young extremist Muslim because of his provoking 
movies and columns. While the students in her group did not agree with the killing, some 
of them did express resentment towards the provoking language that this film director 
had used, and they felt that the film director had asked for something like this to happen. 
Checking these kinds of tensions and previous narrations in the individual interviews 
thus helped to obtain more complete accounts of students’ citizenship narratives.

Another commonly used strategy to enhance the validity of a study is to use data 
triangulation (Miles & Huberman 1994). In our study, collecting different types of data 
would have enabled us to check the accuracy of their narratives, or locate them in a 
specific set of events and experiences. Likewise, choosing a mixed-methods approach 
would have enabled us to compare the results from qualitative and quantitative study on 
a certain theme. However, the elements of students’ citizenship development that we in-
vestigated have not yet been incorporated in existing and validated questionnaires. We do 
recommend developing such questionnaire for future studies. for our own understand-
ing of the background of students’ narratives on the role of school in their citizenship 
development we did collect information about the citizenship education that students re-
ceived in their current schools. In this context, we had informal conversations with these 
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students’ teachers about the methods they used in their social studies, social sciences 
or citizenship education classes, and their pedagogical visions. In addition, we collected 
information about the mission statement of the schools and their student population.
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4 Data Collection, Management and Analysis

To situate the data collection process, we start this chapter with a brief description of the 
Dutch educational system and relevant demographic characteristics of Utrecht City. Con-
text information regarding civic and political events and developments that are relevant 
to situate students’ citizenship narratives has been described in the empirical chapters. 
Section 4.2 describes the student selection strategies. We continue by describing the data 
collection process, data management, and data analysis. In 4.6 we report which measures 
were taken to meet the ethical standards of qualitative research. The chapter concludes 
with a discussion of the strength and limitations of our data collection and analysis.

4.1  Context information

In the Netherlands, students are obliged to attend school from the age of five until the 
age of sixteen. In general, children start their school career at the age of four. In this first 
year, children are free to skip school classes and days as their parents see fit. After this 
year, children are only allowed to skip classes when they are ill or under exceptional cir-
cumstances. To reduce language issues among youth with a foreign background the gov-
ernment also organizes free pre-school trajectories and day care programmes for younger 
children from families with a low socio-economic background.

About two third of the schools are denominational schools (Protestant, Catholic or 
Muslim) and one third are public schools, schools that have been set up by the local 
government. All schools are government funded and need to abide to national stand-
ards of educational quality. Despite the uniform funding system, the secondary education 
system is highly stratified.  At the age of twelve students can ‘choose’ between different 
educational tracks: VMBO (prevocational or junior general education track), HAVO 
(senior general education) or VWO (pre-university education). Which level students at-
tend, depends on their performance in a national test (Cito) that measures the students’ 
language and math skills in the final year of their primary education and the school’s own 
evaluation of students’ learning capacities. Students who finish HAVO and VWO receive 
a start-diploma. Currently, about 50 % of the students attend VMBO tracks (MOCW 
2010). The VMBO students need to attend MBO (vocational education track) to obtain 
their starter qualification. Unless they graduate from MBO level 2 earlier, these students 
are obliged to attend school until the age of twenty-three. The MBO track is attended by 
70 % of the student population: the students who finished the VMBO track, and students 
who dropped out of the HAVO and VWO tracks prematurely. A second line of strat-
ification relates to the ethnic diversity of the student population. This diversity varies 
enormously among schools, as a result of the ethnic composition of the school district 
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and the entry criteria which schools are allowed to define within the parameters of the 
Dutch constitution. 

Because we investigate the lived citizenship of students who attend pre-university and 
vocational tracks in Utrecht City, we also sketch some of the demographic characteris-
tics of this city. Utrecht is the fourth major city in the Netherlands with a population of 
316.448 people (CBS 2010). Because Utrecht is a student city, Utrecht city has a relatively 
young population. Utrecht is also a multicultural city. About one third of its population 
has an immigrant background. About 65.000 of these 100.000 citizens are from non-west-
ern countries. Utrecht has 80 primary schools and 20 high schools. furthermore, there 
are more than twenty-five vocational schools, which offer vocational tracks that result in 
a starter qualification (MBO level three and four) and educational tracks that result in an 
‘assistant’ qualification (MBO level one and two).

4.2 Recruitment

In developmental studies the concept adolescents generally refers to youth in the age of 
twelve to twenty-five. In this study, we investigate the citizenship narratives of sixteen 
to twenty year olds. first reason to select this age category is that it marks the transition 
from teenagers to young adults. Around the age of sixteen, adolescents become active 
participants in several layers of society (Hermes, Naber & Dieleman 2012). Most ado-
lescents enter the labour market in this period. In addition, they obtain several political 
rights. In the Netherlands, one can vote and candidate oneself at the age of 18. Investigat-
ing adolescents’ lived citizenship at this stage thus sheds light on how adolescents make 
sense of their own citizenship when they start contributing to society economically and 
politically.

 Second, studying this age category sheds light on students’ socialization. It’s in 
this age category that students earn their starter qualifications and can leave formal ed-
ucation tracks. What did students learn about their citizenship by this time from their 
parents, school, and peers? How did their experiences impact students’ views on what 
good citizenship entails? Shedding light on students’ lived citizenship also provides infor-
mation on adolescents’ socialization on a larger scale: on how our society prepares young 
citizens for their role in society. With that, it also sheds light on the aspects of citizenship 
that Dutch society does not prepare them for (De Winter 2011; Dieleman 2012; Lister et 
al. 2003; Biesta & Lawy 2006; Veugelers et al. 2005).

While socialization plays an important role in students’ citizenship development, it is 
also important to point to the influence of cognitive, social and psychological develop-
mental processes. from studies in neurological and developmental psychology, we know 
that young people’s brains still develop until the age of twenty-five (Nelis & Sark 2009). 
Adolescents are still developing cognitively, socially and emotionally. Crone (2008) for 
instance found that planning and self-control functions often do not develop until lat-
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er stages of adolescence. In addition, developmental studies have revealed that students 
develop differently on different cognitive fields (Gopnik, Metlzoff  & kuhl 2001). In rela-
tion to democracy, Vollebergh (2006) studied theoretically and empirically how identity 
development in adolescence influences their democratic capacities, in particular their 
capacity to tolerate others. She concluded that, since cognitive development processes 
enable students to imagine about a better world, and since social development processes 
give way to a shift of loyalties and creation of us versus them categories, identity develop-
ment is a main concern in adolescence. Vollebergh also argues that because their sense 
of identity is still fragile, adolescents are more decisive in their positions and more at-
tracted to pure images of ideological frames compared to adults. yet, neuropsychologists 
(Crone 2008) have warned against translating their findings to other areas and against 
generalizations about the development of a certain age group. Likewise, developmental 
psychologists (Dieleman 2012) have warned for the limitations of previous theories on 
stages of identity development, which tend to efface differences among youth categories 
and within age groups.

4.2.1 Sample selection
In order to be able to develop hypotheses about the democratic engagement of a larger 
group of students in urban areas of democratic and pluralist societies, we decided to re-
cruit students at four schools in Utrecht City. Including students from different schools 
also contributed to the practical relevance of the study, since the data collection process 
in it self already could instil a discussion on democratic citizenship education among 
teachers in these four schools. To gain access to the students, we send letters and e-mails 
to ten schools in Utrecht City and professionals who work at different school types with 
a mixed student population in terms of cultural and socio-economic background (SES). 

four schools responded positively to our call. Other schools responded that they had 
too many other (research) projects going on. Schools A and B are secondary schools. 
School A is a recently founded school that is attended by a relatively small number of 
students. Its curriculum is inspired by constructivist learning principles. Teachers do not 
use a textbook in their Social Studies classes, but develop their own materials. The school 
is located in Utrecht City and is mostly attended by white and high SES students from 
that city. School B is attended by approximately 1300 students, a common school size in 
Dutch secondary education. The school is located in the periphery of Utrecht City, has a 
mixed student population, and is attended by students from the city and surrounding dis-
tricts. The students that we interviewed in this school had all signed in for a specialization 
in Social Studies. Schools C and D are vocational schools (MBO). Both offer four year 
programmes in tracks that include a significant theoretical component and are located 
in Utrecht City. The majority of their students are residents of the city and surrounding 
districts. In school C, students who participated attended the Welfare and Education tra-
jectory. They used a textbook (Spring) for citizenship education that has been developed 
by teachers from different vocational schools, and that mainly orientates on acquiring so-
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cial competences in the context of their professional development. Through participating 
in citizenship classes and making assignments for their portfolio, students earn credits 
and obtain the required certificate on citizenship. The students in school D attended the 
International Business trajectory. Their school worked with the same textbook as the 
other vocational school.

Because we estimated that we could do eight interview cycles in the time available for 
our data collection, we decided to collect two interview cycles per school with an average 
of four students each. This way, we could collect the citizenship narratives of thirty-two 
students. To recruit students, we first selected one class in each school. This one class out 
of on average of 70 students at the same level was selected on the basis of their teachers’ 
willingness to introduce us to the students and to facilitate our encounters. We then dis-
cussed with the teacher how we could participate in class before the actual recruitment 
took place. This strategy was followed for several reasons. The first reason was that we 
wanted students to get to know us. We figured that this would make it more attractive for 
students to subscribe. The second reason was to start building ‘rapport’ with the students. 
As Maso and Smaling (1998: 105) described, a researcher can enhance the quality of the 
data collection through building a trusting relation. Such a relation makes it easier for 
interviewees to share their feelings and for the interviewer to interpret and deepen the 
stories of the interviewees. Third, we wanted to do something in return for the school. 
This way, in school A, I interviewed students who had participated in a school excursion 
to Bali, Indonesia in order to gain insight in the impact of this programme on students’ 
global citizenship development’. In school B, I offered a course in qualitative research 
with the second interviewer. for various reasons, we could not repeat this procedure in 
the vocational schools. Here, I only participated in one mentor class before recruiting the 
students. In all four schools, this procedure enabled me to build up a relationship with 
students, and observe the classroom climate and the relationships among students. This 
information was then used in the selection process. Another measure that was taken to 
recruit a mix of students was that we offered $ 25 as an incentive for full participation. 
This incentive enabled us to attract participants who otherwise might not have applied 
because they were less interested in the subject. It also stimulated students to complete 
the interview cycle. 

All students attending the selected class were invited to participate in our study. The 
introduction text was also handed to the students in hard copy and/or by mail. In this 
text, we invited students to subscribe at the end of that particular class or after by e-mail. 
In addition, we described the selection procedure: we would select two groups of students 
that match in terms of their availability at a certain time in the week.

After having received student’s subscriptions we used the random sampling (Bokdan 
& Biklen 2007; Maso & Smaling 1998) strategy to select the students. This implies that 
one selects students who are representative for a larger population on a number of var-
iables. We selected students who were representative for the student population at their 
school with regard to ethnicity, gender, and professional interests. The list with applicants 
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was also checked with their teachers in order to obtain information about issues that 
might impact the data collection process. As a result, we were able to spread the students 
of whom the teacher was uncertain that they would finish the interview cycle over differ-
ent groups. furthermore, we could compose groups in which students would feel safe to 
express themselves. 

The overall sample turned out to be least representative for the country of origin. This 
stems from the fact that the first school was predominantly white. Table 2 presents the 
student sample. Between brackets, we indicated the number of students that participated 
on each student category at the beginning of the interview cycle. In the data collection 
section, we explain how come we decided to only include the narratives of 27 of the 31 
students who participated in our data analyses.

Table 2: Student sample
Category Number Descriptor

Track Vocational 14 (15) V

Pre university 13 (16) P

Gender Male 15 (16) M

Female 12 (15) F

Origin Dutch 18 (21) D

Immigrant 9 (10) I

Another limitation of the representativeness of our sample for the larger student popu-
lation in Utrecht City relates to the educational stratification in the Netherlands. While 
pre-vocational and vocational education tracks are offered at four levels, ranging from 
practice to theory oriented, we could only include students from two different vocational 
tracks in our sample. The two tracks that we selected are both more theoretically oriented 
(levels three and four). As a result, students who attend lower vocational tracks (levels 
one and two) and vocational track students on other subjects, like Agriculture, Nature 
or Physics, are not included in the sample. In the pre-university schools this problem 
did not appear because students with different subject interests still share certain classes.

4.3 Data collection process
Here, we describe the data collection process and the measures that were taken to im-
prove the quality of the data. for scheduling purposes and to make participating more at-
tractive for students, we decided to conduct one interview per week. Each interview cycle 
with twelve interviews – four group and two individual interviews per student – took two 
month to complete. This way, seven focus groups with three to five students each were in-
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terviewed between October 2008 and April 2010. Spreading the data collection had a per-
sonal reason as well, because I worked part-time and had a baby in 2009. Disadvantage of 
spreading the data collection over two years was that students’ narratives were influenced 
by different actualities. Advantage of this strategy was that we could develop an overview 
of students’ narratives near the end of the interview cycle from the transcripts and check 
their accuracy with the respondents.

The pre-university students were interviewed in school year 2008/9, the vocational 
students in school year 2009/10. We started with the pre-university students because we 
expected them to be most comfortable with the abstract nature of the interview ques-
tions. When students applied, they were asked to fill out a form that listed optional dates 
and times for the interview. This way, we could select student groups that could be inter-
viewed at a time that was convenient for these particular students and their interviewer. 

Seven interview cycles were completed: four cycles with pre-university students, and 
three with vocational students. The difference in the numbers relates to the different num-
ber of students that participated per group. The cycles with pre-university students con-
tained three to five students. In the interviews with vocational students, we started with 
five students because their teachers expected particular students to drop out. Against our 
expectations, only one student (f/I/V) dropped out, explaining that she was behind with 
school work and could no longer combine participation with finishing the school work. 
As a result, we had already collected the narratives of fourteen vocational students after 
three interview cycles. However, since we wanted to compare the citizenship narratives of 
students from different tracks, we wanted this variable to be representative for the larger 
student population in the Netherlands. Instead of conducting another interview cycle to 
match the number of pre-university students, we decided to extract three pre-university 
students from the initial sample. Several criteria could have been chosen to select the 
three pre-university students. We decided to select three students with friendship rela-
tions. Students with a foreign background were not included in the selection process, 
because they were already underrepresented. Randomly extracting three pre-university 
students with a Dutch background from the sample thus contributed to the representa-
tiveness of the sample.

Several measures were taken to enhance the internal reliability of the study. first, a 
protocol was developed for the structural reflection of the data collection process in a 
‘data collection memo’. In accordance with this protocol, we took half an hour after each 
interview to reflect upon the interview process: what we had felt and thought; our im-
pressions about what the interviewees thought and felt; what happened; what went well; 
and which part of the interview frame and protocol might need adjustment. Adjustments 
to the interview design were documented and explained in a ‘memo data collection’. The 
memo fragment below displays our decision to adjust one of the interview questions 
based on my reflection on the data collection in the first interview cycle.
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From memo data collection, November 2008
In the fifth interview, I ask if they know people that they think of as good citizens. 
With this question I want to investigate if they can come up with examples, and if 
these ‘exemplary persons’ have affected their view on good citizenship. One girl, when 
reading the question, spontaneously responded ‘Nelson Mandela’. But the boy sitting 
next to her commented that she did not actually KNOW the guy. Because I’m also 
interested in examples that they know of, I chose to add this information explicitly 
in the question: ‘Do you know people (in your own environment or from the news) 
whom you think of as good citizens?’

In a memo ‘preliminary findings’ we also described our interpretations of students’ nar-
ratives and initial answers to the research questions. In line with the reflection protocol 
that was developed, we for instance described commonalities and discrepancies in the 
narratives of individual students on the different dimensions. In addition, we described 
indications of the developments of students’ lived citizenship during the interviews. 

Second, we attracted peer interviewers to conduct two out of seven interview cycles. 
To this end, we trained two interviewers. In this training, we discussed the interview 
design and protocol, the peer interviewers studied literature about open interview 
techniques, and they reflected on their own interests and their own judgments. In ad-
dition, the transcripts of two of their interviews were discussed in order to ameliorate 
their interview skills and address the issues that they faced. Working with different 
interviewers helped to detect possible ambiguities in the research design and the in-
terview protocol and as such contributed to the internal reliability of the study. 

4.4 Data management 

To facilitate systematic data analysis, all interviews were recorded on tape and afterwards 
fully transcribed. In addition, all narratives of each student were brought together in a 
separate document, a portrayal, which structured the student’s narratives on the dimen-
sions of our theoretical framework. This portrayal was checked with the respondents 
in the last interview. Next, the transcripts were entered in ATLAS-ti, a computer pro-
gramme that has been designed to facilitate the analysis of written texts (Joffe 2012: 217). 
We decided to work with the original interviews in the primary analysis, which included 
text segments with conversations among students. The portrayals were used later on in 
the data analysis process in order to categorize individual students in the frameworks that 
we had developed from analysing the key themes in the original data as coded with the 
ATLAS-ti programme. 

A ‘protocol transcription’ was developed to enhance the quality of the transcription 
process. In accordance with this protocol, silence breaks that related to a thinking pause 
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were marked between brackets (thinking). Emotions were also marked this way (angry). 
When there was a natural pause in the sentence, this was marked with dots. We decided 
not to change the structure of the sentences for readability purposes. As a result, the 
transcripts contain non-existing words and segments in which students are stumbling 
or searching for a word. for the overviews of students’ narratives a different protocol 
was followed. Here, the narratives were structured per dimension. Overlapping segments 
were left out, unless they contained new information. In the overviews we did edit the 
sentences in order to make the overview more pleasant to read for the respondents, and 
to make sure that students would focus on the content of their citizenship narratives, 
rather than be distracted by, or feel ashamed of, the irregularities of their narratives. To 
facilitate the peer review process, the memo analysis and the result-memos were written 
in English. In addition, all interview segments that were analysed were summarized in 
English for intersubjectivity purposes. 

4.5 Data analysis

Two methods of analysis were chosen for the thematic analyses of students’ citizenship 
narratives: constructivist grounded theory and narrative analysis. In sections 4.5.1 and 
4.5.2 we briefly introduce each method and explain which methodological tools we used. 
We then describe how these tools were applied in the primary data analysis, which aimed 
to select themes for further analysis. furthermore, we discuss the strengths and limita-
tions of the primary analysis. The analytic processes of the studies that followed from the 
primary analysis have been described in the empirical chapters. 

4.5.1 Constructivist grounded theory
As Charmaz (2011: 165) describes, ‘Grounded theory is a systematic yet flexible method 
that emphasizes that data analysis involves simultaneous data collection and analysis, 
uses comparative methods, and provides tools for constructing theories’. This method 
was first developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967). In this study, methodological tools from 
‘constructivist grounded theory’ were adopted, a version of grounded theory that builds 
on a constructivist paradigm, and has been developed by Bryant and Charmaz (2007). 
This study however only adopted the steps of a grounded theory analysis that reside with 
our aim to gain insight in the multiplicity of students’ narratives, theorize about what 
thick democratic citizenship entails, gain insight various aspects of students’ democratic 
engagement, and theorize about the interrelatedness of students’ citizenship narratives 
and the availability of the necessary spaces, discourses and infrastructure in formal  edu-
cation to develop certain types of democratic engagement. 

We for instance used ‘sensitizing concepts’, the concepts that we identified as key to a 
democratic citizenship attitude, as the starting point of our code list, and followed several 
coding strategies as developed by Strauss and Corbin (1998; see also Boeije 2005). We 
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for instance organized our coding process in line with the different types of coding that 
Strauss and Corbin distinguished. The first type is ‘open coding’, which entails ‘breaking 
down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing and categorizing data’ (Strauss & Corbin 
1998: 61). This phase marks the initial analysis process of selecting and naming relevant 
segments. The second type is ‘axial coding’. This refers to ‘a set of  procedures whereby 
data are put back together in new ways after open coding, by making connections be-
tween categories’ (ibid.: 96). In this phase, the code descriptions are synchronized and the 
interrelatedness of the codes is described and displayed in a concept code-list. The third 
type is ‘selective coding’: ‘selecting the core category, systematically relating it to other 
categories, and filling in categories that need further refinement and development’ (ibid.: 
116). In this phase, the researcher theorizes about the interrelatedness of different codes 
and code categories and develops explanations for the relations that are found. Given the 
objective of our analysis, we replaced the third phase by two other steps: 3) investigating 
the segments that were categorized under different codes to detect discrepancies and 
commonalities among sub-themes in students’ stories per code-category and code; and 
4) selecting themes and questions for further study, based on the primary analysis and 
further conceptual study. This process is described in section 4.6.

4.5.2 Narrative analysis 
Riessman (2008: 184) has distinguished two levels of validity in narrative research: the 
validity of the story that is told by the research participant and the validity of the analy-
sis: the story of the researcher. Several tools that were deplored to enhance the quality of 
both stories already have already been described. Here, we describe another tool that was 
used to enhance the quality of the data analysis: triangulation. This tool can be described 
as ‘a process of using multiple perceptions to clarify meaning by verifying the repeata-
bility of an observation or interpretation’ (Stake 1994: 241). In this study, triangulation 
was applied in the analytic process through the use of two sources for data analysis. The 
first source is the interview segments, which contain whole discussions as well as seg-
ments with individual opinions and experiences. The second source is the portrayals of 
individual students. After the analysis of the first source had revealed discrepancies and 
commonalities for the whole sample, the second source was used to categorize individual 
students on a certain sub-theme. This way, we made sure that no segments were lost or 
overseen in the analytic process.

In our study, narrative analyses have been conducted in Chapter Seven (democratic 
narratives) and Chapter Nine (citizenship efficacy). In the narrative analysis in Chapter 
Seven we investigated the richness of adolescents’ narratives. Previously, Goodson et al. 
(2010: 12) introduced the term ‘narrative quality’ to point to a similar construct. They 
investigated various aspects of people’s stories: If one’s narratives contained mere descrip-
tions or if they also contained an evaluate component, if they had traces of a plot or a 
clear plot, if stories were thematically structured or chronologically, and if one gave a ver-
nacular or a theorized account of their stories. Based on these criteria, conclusions were 
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drawn about the ‘narrative quality’ of peoples’ life stories. In addition, they concluded 
‘that an elaborate, analytical and emplotted narrative not necessarily implies that one en-
gages in on-going learning, and that narratives where there appears to be on-going learn-
ing do not automatically result in the development of alternative courses of action. In 
Chapter Seven, we choose a very basic framework. Here, we only investigate the ‘richness’ 
of one’s citizenship narratives: the extent to which one has a narrative about democracy, 
diversity and good citizenship in the first place. furthermore, we develop student cate-
gories based on the concept of democracy that prevails in their democratic narratives. In 
Chapter Nine, we develop student categories based on their narratives of their citizenship 
efficacy. The analyses of the students’ democratic narratives and their citizenship efficacy 
are described in the method sections of chapters Seven and Nine.

4.6 Primary analysis

This section describes the process of the primary analysis, and as such, envisions how 
we applied the methodological tools from the constructive grounded theory approach 
and narrative analysis. first objective of the primary analysis was to distract relevant 
segments from the interviews. Second objective was to structure the data. Third was to 
develop a list with possible themes for further analysis. And the fourth objective to select 
themes from this list for further analysis within this research project. Here we describe 
the steps that were taken to reach these four objectives.

Step one: Selecting relevant interview segments
We started the analysis selecting relevant segments from the interviews. Before filing the 
segments, we first discussed the aspired length of the segment. As Riesman stated: ‘By 
displaying text in particular ways and by making decisions about the boundaries of nar-
rative segments, we provide grounds for our arguments, just as a photographer guides 
the viewer’s eye with lenses and cropping’ (Riessman 2008: 50). In our case, we wanted 
the segments to display a narrative or a student discussion on a certain theme within 
a context. Segments thus often included the interview question or preceding remarks 
from other students. In addition, where possible, we included the narratives on the back-
ground of one’s opinions. As a result, many larger text segments were developed. Smaller 
segments expressed an opinion or association with a certain theme.

We used the ATLAS-ti programme to select and document the segments in a struc-
tural way. After a segment was selected and we had decided on its length, the segment was 
attributed a certain code, for instance ‘democracy freedom’. Here, ‘democracy’ refers to 
the theme in the context of which this particular sub-theme came up, and ‘freedom’ refers 
to the key theme in the text segment. In general, several codes were attributed to one seg-
ment. When a student indicated that he or she had developed a particular opinion about 
democracy in class, we attributed this segment to a  ‘democracy-x’ code, and to the code 
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‘socialization-school-curriculum’, The code ‘democracy-freedom’ also illustrates how the 
key concepts from the theoretical framework were used to structure the code-list. 

The development of the code-list started with the coding of five interviews in ac-
cordance with the ‘open coding strategy’ (Strauss & Corbin 1998). Since the code names 
are abbreviations of longer words, each concept code was defined in a ‘code description’ 
memo. This code description also described the conditions that needed to be met in order 
to attribute this code to a certain segment. In addition, the code description also mem-
orized which related codes might fit better under which circumstances. To enhance the 
‘consistency’ of the emerging code list, the extent to which other researchers would define 
the same codes and categories (Spencer & Ritchy 2012: 230), we invited peer researchers 
to code one of these five interviews with the concept code-list. This way, we checked the 
quality of coding protocols and the code descriptions: whether peer researchers with the 
help of the coding list and code descriptions would develop the same number of seg-
ments, with the same segment sizes, and whether they would attribute them to the same 
(number of) codes. In addition, we invited peer researchers to code one of the interviews 
without guidance of a concept code-list and protocol. The codes and segments that this 
peer researcher developed where then compared with the codes that were already devel-
oped. This enabled us to check for blind spots in current coding practices. Both proce-
dures helped to enhance the consistency of the code list and the coding protocol.

After this initial process of code-building, the other interviews were coded. Here, the 
second stage of the coding process started: the ‘axial coding’. In this phase, we started to 
make clusters of codes and structure the code list. from the offset, the main structure re-
sembled the framework with five dimensions of a democratic attitude which had inspired 
the interview design. We for instance developed a main code ‘understanding democracy’, 
and a main code ‘value democracy’. During this process, additional codes were added to 
the concept code-list. In the memo analysis of August 18th 2011, I for instance reported: 

Coding  J, (P5) led to the development of a new code: ‘self dem bridge’’: Here, ‘self’ 
refers to own responsibility. ‘Dem’ to democracy and ‘bridge’ is the type of respon-
sibly that is identified … due to a quote in which he specifically talks about his re-
sponsibility to bridge cultures. It’s the first time that a student mentions this theme 
in relation to his responsibility in a democratic society.
I  Your responsibility…
J  Yes… my responsibility… how shall I say… (hesitates)
I  Take your time…
J  Yes (thinks for quite some time). Actually, I understand my role in democracy 

as… bridging wedges between people… Yeah, it is difficult to describe… to 
cultivate an open attitude towards other cultures and towards immigrants and 
to accept other people, because the world is becoming smaller…
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In the memo analysis, we documented adjustments to existing codes and new codes. 
When we introduced a new code, we also marked which interviews had not yet been 
processed with this new or altered code. After some time, these interviews were recoded 
with the renewed code list. In this memo we also described the rationale for ‘merging’ 
certain codes into one larger code. Codes were merged when a code contained too little 
text segments (referred to as ‘quotations’) to be preserved. In the end, the coding process 
resulted in a code-list with two hundred codes. While this code-list is relatively large for 
a qualitative study, it is an acceptable length given the many different issues that were 
investigated, and the large number of interviews that were processed. 

Step two: investigating alternative patterns
Under step one we have described how we applied open en axial coding, as distinguished 
by Strauss and Corbin (1998). At the end of this process, all transcripts were coded, and 
we had gained insight in the main themes in students’ citizenship narratives. However, 
the segments that were categorized within each code still had to be analysed. To investi-
gate patterns among the segments within one code, we started to investigate commonal-
ities and discrepancies among the segments that had been attributed to a certain code or 
category. This way we for instance structured all segments under diversity-value-trouble, 
diversity-value-merits, and diversity-value-learning. Again, all steps in the analysis, and 
preliminary findings were documented in the memo-analysis. 

Step three: developing a list with possible themes for analysis.
The development of the code list had already rendered an impression of the main themes 
in students’ narratives. Step two led to the further development of a list with possible 
themes for further analysis. By March 2010, this list had resulted in thirteen options for 
further analysis, as the following segment from my memo analysis shows. 

Memo analysis, 19/12-03-2010 13:29:02: suggestions for further analysis

Based on the model with five dimensions of a democratic attitude, the conceptualization of thick 

democracy, and the preliminary analysis of students’ citizenship narratives on these dimensions, I 

came to distinguish many possibilities for further analysis:

Comparing students’ narratives with literature on democratic citizenship education

• I can investigate how one student wants to contribute to democracy, and compare this to 

goals of democratic citizenship education

• I can investigate one students’ narratives on each of the dimensions

• I can investigate the citizenship narratives of all students on one dimension, for instance 

their citizenship efficacy 
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• I can compare the democratic narratives of several students with several theories on democratic defi-

cits. This way I can explore to which extent students are aware of these deficits.

Investigating these aspects would render insight in a) different ways of contributing to democracy; 

b) different concepts of democracy that students develop; c) different types of citizenship efficacy 

that students develop

Focusing on the multiplicity of their citizenship narratives 

• I can investigate the multiplicity of the lived citizenship of one or two students: if they value 

-living in a- democracy, and why (not); what their perceptions of democracy are, and about 

what does (not) go well; and how they currently contribute. And compare their narratives on 

democracy with their narratives on diversity and good citizenship. 

• I can investigate discrepancies within one story: Ben for instance considers citizenship as not 

important, but meanwhile has developed quite a sophisticated view on diversity issues.

• I can compare students’ narratives on a certain dimension, for instance to gain insight in how 

students perceive their own roles/ contributions differently.   

Investigating one of these aspects would enable me to explore the multiplicity of people’s attitudes 

towards democracy. 

Focusing on a (sub)theme

• I can analyse the development of all students on a certain sub-theme.  For instance from 

students’ narratives on respect: what can we tell about the way students understand having/ 

being treated with respect, and how they want to contribute to a respectful environment. 

• I can analyse the issues they identify and how they should be addressed: for instance: how 

they think extremism should be dealt with, both by themselves and others. 

Co-constructedness and situatedness of students’ narratives

• I can investigate the examples of interplay between students: how their visions developed, 

were explicated, and negotiated during the interview process.

• It also might be interesting to distinguish different plots, or ‘storylines’ for one person. Al-

though I think it might be more valuable to point to different storylines that might develop, 

than about ‘fixed’ plots, since most students do not have a predefined plot. This might also 

be interesting to compare: student that has a rather fixed story, and students that search/ 

alter.

• And then there are the narratives about their experiences, and about influences in different 

areas: school, street, at home, which I might compare.

• And their experience with discussions: what they talked about, with family/peers/on the 

street/in school. And how they valued these conversations. 
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Step four: deciding which themes to analyse
The selection of the final themes for analysis was inspired by the primary analysis of 
the data, further conceptual study, and on-going data analysis. In literature on thicker 
concepts of democracy, the notion of democratic deficits became a key theme. The data 
collection and preliminary analysis indicated that the kind of deficits that were men-
tioned and the number of deficits that students identified differed a lot among students. 
Therefore, we decided to select this theme for further analysis. Theoretical study also 
revealed how goals of democratic citizenship education relate to various democratic 
deficits that have been identified (see also Chapter Six). This raised the question how the 
perceptions and goals of these experts relate to the perceptions and citizenship goals of 
sixteen year olds. To explore discrepancies and commonalities between the two, we de-
cided to compare one student’s citizenship aspirations with the citizenship education goals 
that have been developed by Parker (2003) and Westheimer and kahne (2004). Since ad-
olescents in the Netherlands prefer developing into compliant and autonomous citizens 
(Leenders et al. 2007; Veugelers & Schuitema 2009), we selected a student that could 
represent this category. This analysis, which is described in Chapter Ten, revealed that 
this ‘liberal’ student had few images of democratic deficits. for the second analysis we 
therefore decided to explore which democratic deficits the other students in our sample 
identified. In this analysis, we also compared students’ narratives on perceptions and ap-
preciations of the three aspects of thick democracy (see Chapter Seven). Because of the 
strong focus on the interrelatedness of democracy and diversity in the theoretical frame, 
we also decided to analyse students’ narratives on diversity. We started with the analysis 
of students’ narratives on what they value about living in a pluralist society, what they 
think goes well, and what not. To gain a more complete image of the diversity issues that 
students identified we also analysed the segments from the ‘issues-codes’ that relate to 
diversity. In this context, we analysed segments on issues that relate to contact, respect, 
extremism, dealing with different opinions. This analysis is described in Chapter Eight. 
Now we could only select one more theme for analysis within the context of this project. 
The three themes above all provided insight in students’ democratic citizenship on the 
first dimension: one’s perceptions of the importance of democracy and diversity for one’s 
own well-being and that of society. for the last analysis we selected a theme from the 
second dimension: one’s sense of their citizenship efficacy. This analysis is described in 
Chapter Nine.

4.7 Ethical considerations

Ethical guidelines have been developed to make researchers sensitive to the moral issues 
and dilemmas involved in scientific research and to protect the ethical standards of schol-
arly work (Bogdan & Biklen 2007). In this section we describe which strategies were used 
to meet these guidelines. 
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Because several students were under the age of eighteen during the data collection 
process, students under that age received a parent consent form which they had to bring 
to the first interview. The ethical guidelines also require that one takes account of impli-
cations that participating in the research project can have for the research participants 
(Sikes 2010; Stake 1994). While to topic of the study does not make it likely that partici-
pating will affect the personal and professional lives of the participants in a negative way, 
several measures were taken to protect the identity of the participants, and monitor pos-
sible implications for student-student and student-teacher relations. We developed syn-
onyms for the schools and the students. In addition, where narratives might be traceable 
because of the uniqueness of an adolescent’s experience, we slightly changed the context 
of the story. Rather than mentioning a specific voluntary organization for instance, we 
described how an adolescent participated in a voluntary organization. In addition, we 
checked with the students how they had experienced participating and with the teachers 
whether they had noted any impact of the interviews in their classes. We also made sure 
that we talked in general terms about the data collection process in conversations with 
employees at the schools were we interviewed.

Researchers have different opinions about the criteria for doing justice to the data and 
the research participants (Goodson & Sikes 2001; Sikes 2010). Some researchers argue 
that participants need to agree with the research conclusions. Most researchers however 
argue that reliability criteria are met when research participants agree with the represent-
ativeness of the data, and when the data analysis has been conducted with honest inten-
tions. This means that one has a genuine interest in the data, rather than an urge to prove 
one’s case with help of the data. We adopted the second strategy: involving students in 
enhancing the quality of the data and data collection process. first, we checked the accu-
racy of the interview transcriptions with the respondents. for this purpose each student 
received an overview of his or her narratives after the fifth interview. In this overview stu-
dents’ narratives were structured on content.  Students were asked to read the overview 
before the last interview and check if it indeed reflected their lived citizenship. This way, 
we offered students the possibility to filter out segments that they felt would give a wrong 
impression of their opinions and experiences. Simultaneously, this procedure enabled 
me to check segments in their narratives that still remained unclear. Second, we included 
two evaluative questions in this last interview to collect information about how students 
had appreciated participating, and which aspects they would have liked to see different. 
As such, checking students’ opinions about the quality of the data and the data collection 
process also contributed to the validity of the data.

4.8 Strength and limitations

This section discusses the quality of the data collection process. In section 4.2 we already 
pointed to limitations of the representativeness of our student sample for the larger student 
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population in urban areas in the Netherlands in terms of educational background and 
country of origin. Here we discuss limitations of our sample that relate to the nature of 
the study, the research design, and the person of the interviewer. Because of the abstract 
nature of the study, philosophically oriented students were probably over-represented 
among the students who applied. Second, we attracted students who did not mind, or 
even liked, talking in a group. When asked for her reason not to participate, a female 
student with a foreign background explained: ‘I do not feel comfortable talking in groups’. 
Third, students with a negative attitude towards cultural diversity are underrepresented. 
While a significant number of the students voted for the Dutch populist political party 
PVV during the student elections that were held in schools in 2009, only two students in 
our sample would consider voting for the PVV.  That we had difficulties identifying and 
recruiting these students might relate to their critical attitude towards participating in 
a study on one’s citizenship identity in a pluralist democratic society. In addition, these 
students might want to avoid being bugged with annoying questions, or they expected 
that they would have to defend their own views. fourth, and related to the first, we prob-
ably attracted fewer students with no interest in the subject. We did attract some: Ben for 
instance stated that he had no interest in the subject. Instead, he applied because: ‘I was 
curious about why you wanted to interview students about this subject’. fifth, our study is 
situated in an urban area with a relatively highly diverse population. This might influence 
students’ perceptions and appreciations of democracy and diversity, and as such, the ex-
ternal validity of the study. To conclude: While our student sample cannot be considered 
representative for the student population in Utrecht City, including a mix of students 
in terms of gender, country of  origin and educational track does allow us to develop 
hypotheses about the lived citizenship and democratic engagement of a larger group of 
young citizens in urban areas in the Netherlands. 
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THEORETICAL STUDIES

The next chapters present the results of our theoretical studies. In Chapter five we de-
scribe our theoretical framework of five dimensions that influence one’s willingness to 
develop a democratic attitude. In Chapter Six we present our thick concept of democracy, 
which resulted from further theoretical study throughout the research project. 
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5 Why We Are not Democratic Yet: 
 The Complexity of Developing a Democratic 

Attitude*

How is our democracy doing? And to which extent do citizens support the democratic 
character of their country? In the past decade, research on democracy and citizenship 
has led to different conclusions. Some researchers claimed, based on survey studies, that 
many people in western societies prefer a democratic political system over other political 
systems. According to Dekker (2002), in the Netherlands, for instance, 90% of Dutch 
citizens support the democratic political system, and 70% is satisfied with the way our 
democracy works. This study was commented by Adriaansens (2006), who pointed to the 
fact that Dekker’s results also imply that a substantial number of citizens does not support 
the democratic system, and is unhappy with the way our system works. He therefore ar-
gued for more research about the way different groups of citizens support our democracy. 
Another, less optimistic conclusion was drawn from the 1999 International Civic and 
Citizenship Education Study among young people in sixteen democratic nations around 
the world.  from this study, Torney-Purta, Lehman, Oswald and Schultz (2001) conclud-
ed while most young people believe that it is important to live in a democratic society, a 
deeper understanding of what democracy entails seems to be absent. Others researchers 
pressed that although many people say that they support the democratic political system, 
only a few are able and willing to participate in a democratic enlightened way (De Win-
ter 2004; Parker 2003; Savater 2001; Veugelers 2007; Westheimer & kahne 2004). These 
scholars emphasized that our society cannot contain and develop its democratic char-
acter without us educating our children to become democratically enlightened, and to 
participate in this democratically enlightened way. Parker (2003) conceptualized demo-
cratic enlightenment as a set of moral-cognitive knowledge, norms, values, and principles 
that shape engagement, related to the understanding of democracy as something yet to 
achieve, and to the appreciation of the political, cultural, and racial diversity as the central 
feature of democracy. 

The studies outlined in the above illustrate that the outcomes of these are hugely af-
fected by the way in which they conceptualize democracy and citizenship. Democracy 
was conceptualized respectively as a political system, and as both a political system and 
‘a way of life’ (Dewey 1916). This means that people also contribute to a just and caring 

* An earlier version of this chapter has been published before as a book chapter: De Groot, I. (2011). 
Why we are not Democratic yet: The Complexity of Developing a Democratic Attitude. In: W. 
Veugelers (Ed.) Education and Humanism: Linking Autonomy and Humanity. (79-94). Rotterdam: 
Sense Publishers.
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environment in their daily lives. The different conclusions on the healthiness of the Dutch 
democracy and the way Dutch citizens contribute to democracy give rise to both theoret-
ical and empirical questions. 

In this chapter we address one theoretical question: which elements are important for 
the development of a democratic attitude in accordance with an inclusive and dynamic 
interpretation of democracy, in which diversity is considered a central feature of democ-
racy? In particular we investigate which psychological and socio-economic processes in-
fluence one’s willingness to develop a positive attitude towards democracy.

5.1 Research design 

This section explains the purpose statement and the research design. We then discuss 
the normative dimension of the overall investigation. Elaborate concepts of democratic 
citizenship go beyond imagining how people can and should contribute to democracy by 
engaging in paid labour and voting activities. They focus on (different) ways to improve 
social justice in society, for instance by reducing inequality of power, socio-economical 
inequalities, and cultural inequalities. Researchers who work with these elaborate con-
cepts have investigated what knowledge, skills and attitude would be necessary for active 
participation (Banks 2004; Gutmann 2004; Parker 2003; Veugelers et al. 2005; De Winter 
2004). 

This study focuses on one of these aspects: the development of a positive attitude 
towards democracy. Perceived in an elaborate way, an attitude contains both cognitive, af-
fective, and behavioural components (Bohner 2001). In this study, we distinguish between 
one’s attitude towards democracy, and one’s willingness to develop a positive attitude to-
wards democracy. Main question became: which psychological and socio-economic pro-
cesses influence one’s willingness to develop a positive attitude towards democracy? To 
answer this question, we studied research from scholars in Anglo-Saxon countries and 
the Netherlands, were our study is situated, in which scholars identify key elements of 
a democratic attitude, a democratic way of life, and psychological and socio-economic 
processes that influence one’s willingness to develop a democratic attitude. Aim of this 
study was to develop a theoretical framework for an empirical inquiry into how Dutch 
adolescents give meaning to their citizenship in a democratic and pluralist society.

The framework that is presented in this chapter has been developed in the context of 
a narrative inquiry into the lived citizenship of Dutch adolescents. Because studies on 
democratic citizenship and democratic attitudes always include a vision on how citizens 
should – or should not – manifest, it is important to discuss the normative dimension of 
the study. Aim of both the theoretical and the empirical study is to elicit the complexity 
of democratic citizenship development. The framework therefore should not be under-
stood as an ideal that young people need to live up to. Instead, our empirical study wants 
to gain insight in the way these ideals are negotiated, embraced, shadowed, opposed, or 
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left untouched. further empirical and conceptual study will also lead to the further devel-
opment of the framework. Implications of our study for this framework and the validity 
of the framework for exploring adolescents’ attitudes towards democracy, diversity, and 
citizenship and the issues they perceive while development their citizenship identity are 
described in the discussion chapter.

5.2 Research context

5.2.1 Citizenship and democracy
Social scientists and political and educational philosophers have studied different dimen-
sions of citizenship. Isin and Turner (2002) describe how the concept of citizenship has 
evolved from ‘membership of a city or rural area’ in the Eighteenth Century towards a le-
gal concept in the Nineteenth Century, stressing the rights and duties of a citizen. In their 
research, they focus on the participatory aspect of citizenship and the need for people to 
connect to others in and outside their own society. from this perspective, citizenship can 
refer to membership of local areas, membership of several cultural groups, and member-
ship of the human species as a whole. This focus enables them to present a more inclusive 
concept of citizenship, also referred to as cosmopolitan citizenship, which overcomes the 
discrepancy between citizenship rights and human rights (Appiah 2005; Benhabib 1999; 
Hansen 2008; Isin & Turner 2002; Parker 2007; Sen 2006; Suransky & Manschot 2005). 

Hansen (2008) focuses on the existential dimension of citizenship. He states that in 
order to be able to connect to others in and outside their society, people need to cher-
ish conflicts that emerge in ‘the space in between’: the space where you find yourself 
when you have entered a situation that demands that you re-evaluate your identity. When 
somebody refuses to shake hands with you claiming that this is his way of showing re-
spect for example, the experience itself influences your frame of references: it now be-
comes part of it, because you have to position yourself in relation to the experience and 
the particular person. 

Ramadan’s conceptualization of citizenship combines this existential dimension of 
citizenship with a political dimension. When explaining what he calls the ‘the psycholog-
ical dimension of citizenship’, Ramadan (2007) stresses that the concept of citizenship is 
not only about rights and duties, but also about ‘the need to belong’: the need to be will-
ing to belong to the society people live in. When applied to a country with a democratic 
political system, this means that citizens need to be willing to be part of this system and 
to adopt a democratic way of life. He also stresses that in order for people to be able and 
willing to belong to a society, a new conceptualization of citizenship is needed. 

Ramadan (2007) and other researchers have critiqued the current conceptualisation 
of citizenship for being white, male, and middle-class, individualistic and universalistic 
and blind of the power issues involved (Moodod 2007; Mouffe 2005; Taylor 1994; Thay-
er-Bacon 2008). They have argued that a new conceptualization should be developed in 
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which multiple dimensions and facets are included. People with different cultural, histor-
ical and social backgrounds need to be able to identify with this conceptualization, be-
cause it enables them to feel part of the society, and to share its language, memories, insti-
tutions, and common values. When, on the contrary, the conceptualization of citizenship 
is linked to economical participation, all people who are unable or unwilling to engage 
in paid labour will feel excluded. And if the conceptualization of citizenship implies that 
people should adapt the dominant customs, many people, both insiders and outsiders, 
will feel excluded. These critiques explain why attention needs to be paid to possible mer-
its of differences and difficulties that stem from diversity issues. Ramadan underscores 
that although the re-conceptualization of citizenship is a very complex project, it is also 
a necessary one. He also states that both insiders and outsiders have a responsibility to 
open up to this deliberation. This responsibility stems from peoples’ existential ‘need to 
belong’ to the society they live in. 

Other social scientists and political and educational philosophers have tried to de-
velop a theory of democracy oriented towards a more inclusive concept of democratic 
citizenship. These researchers aim to develop a theory of democracy that fosters diversity, 
and that covers both the social and the political level. This concept was first developed 
by Dewey (Biesta & Miedema 1999; Dewey 1916). He perceived democracy not only as a 
matter of political organization, but also as the way in which people organize their social 
lives; as ‘a democratic way of life’. Many researchers of democratic citizenship education 
since then supported or further developed this theory of democracy (Banks 2004; Barber 
1989; Gutmann 2004; Mouffe 2005; Parker 2003; Thayer-Bacon 2008; Veugelers 2007; 
Westheimer & kahne 2004; De Winter 2004; young 2000). In her book Beyond Liberal 
Democracy in School: The Power of Pluralism, Thayer-Bacon (2008) presented a transac-
tional view of democracy-always-in-the-making: a democratic theory that is intrinsically 
consistent with the relational and pluralist nature of a democracy. This means that a truly 
democratic citizen values both democracy and diversity in a positive way. 

5.2.2 Different types of citizenship
Westheimer and kahne (2004) and Veugelers (2007) employed a concept of democratic 
citizenship that matches this more elaborate conceptualisation of democracy. When eval-
uating citizenship education in the United States and the Netherlands, they both came 
to distinguish three types of citizenship. Although their typologies have a different focus, 
they draw similar conclusions from their research: in order for a democracy to work, 
society needs to raise democratic citizens, and the majority of the schools in the United 
States and the Netherlands do not teach young people how they can become democratic 
citizens.

Westheimer and kahne (2004) distinguish between a personal responsible, a par-
ticipatory and a social justice type of citizenship. They state that, although each type is 
important to develop, a society needs the third type of citizens if it wants to preserve its 
democratic character. A democracy needs its citizens to be able to address social justice 
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issues in a structural way, and they can only address social justice issues when they have 
developed knowledge, skills and dispositions that enable them to address these issues in 
a political way.

Veugelers (2007) distinguishes an adaptive type, an autonomous type and a both au-
tonomous and socially involved type of citizenship. He argues that it is important that 
people not just do as being told, but succeed in making their own judgments, while being 
conscious of the interests of others. A democratic citizen is a citizen who is sensitive to 
the interests of others, and to the way these others relate to their own interests. Veugelers 
underscores that in order for democracy to work, it is not enough to raise autonomous 
thinkers. People also need to teach children to be sensitive to the needs of the society as 
a whole.

Although most schools in the United States and the Netherlands have incorporated 
citizenship into their curriculum, research from Leenders and Veugelers (2004) and Wes-
theimer and kahne (2004) revealed that schools in both countries often focus on knowl-
edge, skills and attitudes that correspond with the first type of citizen. While children are 
taught how to conform to standards, how to behave like good neighbours, and perhaps 
even organize events that are beneficial to people in their environment, limited attention 
is paid to the knowledge, skills and attitude necessary to develop into democratic citizens. 

5.2.3 Conditions for democratic citizenship development
Many researchers have written about key-elements of democratic citizenship (De Win-
ter, 2004; Gutmann 2004; Leenders, Veugelers & De kat 2008; Steutel & Spiecker 2000; 
Westheimer & kahne 2004). Although the content of the features might be very clear to 
the authors, and most people agree that certain features need permanent attention in ed-
ucational settings, the abstract nature of these features makes it difficult to see how these 
descriptions can guide young people as well as teachers, when confronted with complex 
issues in educational and societal settings. 

Implementation of these elements in educational settings asks for further and on-go-
ing interpretation of these concepts; insight in how students make sense of these ele-
ments; and insight in how one can facilitate the development of these elements by stu-
dents. Despite the fact that all researchers mentioned above underline the importance of 
obtaining the necessary knowledge, skills and attitude to be able to act as a democratic 
citizen, few pay specific attention to conditions that can influence the will to become a 
democratic citizen. 

Westheimer and kahne (2004) state that in order to be willing to adopt a democratic 
way of life, young people need to obtain internal and external efficacy. This means that 
they need to feel that they can make a difference. They stress that proper attention must 
be paid to these more psychological agency processes in educational settings. De Winter 
(2000) addresses another condition for the emergence of a democratic attitude. He argues 
that education in democratic skills won’t work if children live in circumstances where de-
viant behaviour is paramount. De Winter refers to Anderson (1999), who earlier defined 
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this kind of behaviour as ‘the code of the street’. Children who have been raised in certain 
districts do not see how they might benefit from a democratic way of life. It might even 
cost them their lives if they would adopt that way of life. Therefore, De Winter (2000) 
stresses that citizenship education needs to be supported by policies that aim to improve 
conditions in troubled neighbourhoods. That improving the socio-economic circum-
stances in which people live, is of crucial importance for the will to become democratic 
to appear more frequently. This argument has also been made by Biesta & Lawy (2006), 
who argued that researchers and policy workers should focus more on the various ways 
in which young people can actually be democratic citizens in different socio-economic 
circumstances.

5.2.4 Psychological and social conditions of citizenship development
Because we investigate which elements are necessary for the will to become democratic, 
we particularly investigated elements that relate to the existential, moral, psychological, 
and social aspects of citizenship identity development. In line with thicker conceptual-
izations of democracy, we focused on elements that relate to ‘a democratic way of life’, 
leaving aside elements that relate specifically to an enlightened understanding and to 
participation in the democratic political system. Hall, Coffey & Williamson (1999) refer 
to citizenship-identity as the need for belonging, space and place, that is perceived by 
young people while developing their identity. They argue that the development of identity 
automatically relates to the development of a persons’ citizenship, because they are two 
sides of the same package. We prefer to illustrate the interrelatedness of citizenship and 
identity by referring to some questions that illuminate the existential, moral, psycho-
logical and social aspects of a persons’ identity development: What does a child need to 
develop in order to:

• feel that contributing to democracy is a necessary condition to be able to ‘exist’, 
because you are ‘free’ to make your own choices and your choices are both accept-
ed and appreciated)?

• feel responsible to treat others in a fair way? 
• feel capable to participate?
• feel embedded in the society a person lives in? 
• Be able to develop the necessary connections?

Studying the relationship between elements of a citizenship-identity might provide more 
insight in the development of a citizenship-identity. This study focuses on elements that 
are prerequisite for a democratic citizenship-attitude to develop. We consider someone’s 
attitude, next to and in relation to the societal aspects of someone’s life stories an impor-
tant part of a person’s citizenship-identity. five different dimensions were distinguished, 
each referring to a specific aspect of a positive attitude towards democracy and diversi-
ty. Next, several key elements where distinguished for each dimension. In the empirical 
study, the elements have been translated into interview questions. The dimensions and 
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subsequent elements that are prerequisite for the willingness to develop a democratic 
citizenship-attitude are described in the following paragraphs.

5.3 Dimension 1:  elaborate understanding of democracy and diversity

first of all, the development of people’s democratic citizenship identity is affected by the 
value they attach to democracy and diversity, and their interpretation of these concepts. 
In order to develop a ‘true’ democratic attitude, people need an elaborate understanding 
of the value of democracy and diversity for one’s own life and for the well-being of a so-
ciety. This means they have to be aware that democracy is not only a political system, but 
also a way of life. It also implies that people seek to appreciate diversity, and are aware of 
the importance of agonisms for the vitality of democracy (Mouffe 2005). In order to be 
willing to develop on this dimension, people need to be able to reflect on their situated-
ness, the way they position themselves, the multiplicity of their identity, and on the inter-
relatedness of diversity and democracy. They also need to be aware when democracy and 
diversity are at stake. We refer to this element as moral sensitivity. furthermore, in order 
to develop both reflection and sensitivity, people need to become empathic: they need to 
learn how to look at an issue from different perspectives, and how to negotiate meanings. 
Because we want to emphasize the relationship between empathy and dialogical compe-
tences, we discuss this element at the fifth dimension.

In this section we explain what we mean with ‘reflection one’s own values, position-
ing, and personal diversity, and sensitivity towards social justice issues. In his book Ethics 
of Identity, Appiah (2005: 24) advocates reflection on the multiplicity of people’s own 
identities. He first distinguishes between individuality and identity: individuality, he un-
derstands as ‘who we are’ (the life we create), and identity as ‘what we are’ (our social 
identity). Ethics of identity then means that people have to decide what to do as ‘an em-
bedded self with thick relations to others’. People for instance have stronger commitments 
to family and friends than to people they do not know. In order to treat different affilia-
tions in a responsible way, a person needs to be able to adjust his rankings in different sit-
uations. He also points out that people need to be aware that their identity is ‘constructed 
in response to facts outside oneself ’ and that, although they are not free to choose, they still 
can and need to strive for autonomy (ibid.: 18). Autonomy here means being sensitive of 
one’s personal diversity and one’s situated perspective, and consciously interpreting and 
navigating between multiple identities. 

Because we study young people’s perceptions and interpretations of experiences, a de-
velopmental perspective needs to be added. Verhofstadt-Deneve (1988), a developmental 
psychologist who researched possibilities and limitations of reflection in different stages 
of childhood and adolescence, found that young people usually do not start reflecting on 
perspectives and interests of other groups and people, until the last period of adolescence. 
It is also in this period that young people often come to understand that there is a grey 
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area between true and untrue. Until then they are inclined to simplify problems, which 
means that they search for the true perspective, not for various ones. At the same time 
however, young people necessarily do develop a way to deal with differences, because 
diversity is all around them in school and society. Therefore, we consider it important for 
young people to become aware of the way they cope with differences.

The second key element that we identify in this dimension is moral sensitivity. Liter-
ature on democratic citizenship often lists ‘critical thinking’ as a key element. However, 
‘critical thinking’ has been conceptualized in different ways. In philosophy and philoso-
phy of science, ‘critical thinking’ has traditionally been understood as logical reasoning 
and arguing. This means that a plea for anti-democratic policies can be judged as sound 
when it meets the instrumental conditions of academic reasoning. In line with a critical 
pedagogy perspective (McLaren 1994; Veugelers 2001) however, we argue that critical 
thinking needs moral and political criteria to weight the arguments. This implies that 
people (are willing to) critically weigh moral and political arguments, and become sensi-
tive to when moral principles are at stake, and to when and why they prefer some moral 
principles over others.

Because citizenship provides the context of our conceptualization, we are specifical-
ly interested in sensitivity to social justice issues in one’s daily life as well as in societal 
discourse. Being sensitive to these issues means that a person is able to identify when di-
versity is at stake (Westheimer & kahne 2004). We distinguish between the interpersonal 
and the societal level of diversity. We understand interpersonal diversity as the different 
perspectives on knowledge, the nature of knowledge, values, and human beings (different 
worldviews) that emerge in contact with other people in daily life. Societal diversity, we 
understand as the emergence of different worldviews that appear in policies, legislations, 
scientific discourses and in the media. Moral sensitivity also implies that all people are 
involved in political processes: choosing between different perceptions on the interper-
sonal level, and the way one relates to ‘other’ visions on a societal level, are intrinsically 
political activities.

5.4 Dimension 2:  capacity

The second dimension concerns people’s capacity to participate in a democratic enlight-
ened way, for being democratically enlightened does not mean that a person knows how 
to become an active participant in a way that is consistent with democratic enlighten-
ment. To be able to develop this capacity, people also need to develop a feeling of internal 
and external efficacy. This means they need to acquire the feeling that they are able to in-
fluence procedures and policies, and the feeling that policy-makers, politicians and other 
social and cultural leaders are receptive to their needs and ideas.

The concepts internal and external efficacy were introduced into the discourse on 
democratic citizenship by kahne and Westheimer. They stated that in order to develop 
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a democratic attitude, people need three C’s: Capacity, Commitment and Connection 
(kahne & Westheimer 2003: 54). We consider ‘commitment’ and ‘connection’ as a sepa-
rate dimension, because they concern people in the environment that enable someone to 
develop internal and external efficacy. for kahne and Westheimer (ibid.: 2003), internal 
efficacy refers to the feeling that one is capable of changing things, and external efficacy to 
the feeling that the government or its institutions are receptive to ones needs. If children 
for instance engage in an educational project that aims to enhance equal treatment of a 
certain minority, but then find that nobody is interested in their project, these children 
might be less inclined to participate in future projects or initiatives. Although this seems 
obvious, few educational programmes explicitly attend to students’ internal and external 
efficacy.

5.5 Dimension 3:  active relations

The third dimension concerns ‘active relations’. In order to develop active relations, a per-
son needs to be able to connect and to commit. I will refer to these elements as connection 
and commitment. In their 2003 article, kahne and Westheimer state that:

For long, psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists have recognized that an in-
dividual’s values and commitments are not predetermined human characteristics but 
rather the products of family, community, and the social setting. [Therefore schools] 
should consciously develop communities of support and foster connections with role 
models who can exemplify a life filled with civic engagement […] A ‘social milieu’ 
should be created that reinforces values and behaviours consistent with active civic 
involvement ( kahne & Westheimer 2003: 60).

In this article, they understand ‘commitment’ as caring for the well-being of people in a 
certain group and ‘connections’ as the acquaintances who enable people to come to active 
participation. Their argument that schools should foster connections and commitment 
resides with Putnam’s (2000) argument that it is crucial for the development of both so-
cial capital and democracy, that people participate in activities which foster commitment 
with people who hold similar preferences (bonding) and which stimulate commitment 
with people who hold different preferences, and who don’t share the same cultural her-
itage (bridging). We expect that reflections on these processes might help both teachers 
and researchers to recognize the complexity of the development of a citizenship-identity, 
as experienced by young people on a daily basis. Also, we believe it might help students to 
address these issues and to reflect on the origins of their current commitments.
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5.6 Dimension 4:  willingness to transform

The fourth dimension is about the willingness to change. If people are unwilling to inves-
tigate their own values, ideas, worldview and customs, and those of others, they will not 
be able to help each other to give meaning to societal developments in a way that supports 
the well-being of a society. Elements that need to be developed in this dimension are the 
ability (or habit) to doubt, to question, and the wish to develop, and make sense of things 
that do not match a person’s current worldview. As stated earlier, when referring to Ram-
adan’s (2007) ideas about belonging, both people who do consider themselves part of the 
dominant culture and those who don’t need to develop this willingness to transform. Not 
in the least, because there’s no such thing as ‘static groups’. Instead, people constantly ne-
gotiate between different identities, or affiliations, which gain or lose importance due to 
change of interests, temporal and environmental circumstances (Appiah 2005) described.

Elements that belong to this dimension are the ability – or the habit – to doubt, ques-
tion, and the wish to develop and reflect on things that do not match with your current 
attitude. In a way, these elements precede the development of the other dimensions: your 
interest in developing your moral sensitivity or your empathic understanding highly de-
pends on your willingness to develop your current attitude. We want to add that it is 
equally important for society to reflect on the attitudes of (young) people: why is it that 
they culminate against some societal norms? Why is it that they (still) hold on to others? 
What can we learn from their experiences? And how do we want to cope with conflicting 
norms, which cause tensions in both the private and the public life?

5.7 Dimension 5:  dialogue

In the fifth dimension, we address people’s capacity and willingness to engage in dialogue. 
Parker (2003b) distinguishes dialogue from discussion, which aims to convince others of 
the righteousness of a persons’ opinions. Dialogue on the other hand implies that people 
can acknowledge and respect each other’s visions and that they have acquired delibera-
tion skills that enable them to reach mutual understanding. Before zooming in on dia-
logue itself, we discuss an important condition for dialogue: the ability to be empathic.

Although the concept empathy appears in much of the research on citizenship educa-
tion, only a few like Noddings (2002) have conceptualized empathy. Smaling and Alma 
(2006) developed a more elaborate conceptualization of empathy, containing all three 
aspects that are significant to my definition of an attitude: the cognitive, the affective, and 
the behavioural. They stressed, based on their research in Psychology and Methodology, 
that empathy is a condition to reach mutual understanding in daily life, in healthcare and 
in certain fields of research, especially qualitative research.

In their article, they focus on empathy as empathic understanding, which they un-
derstand as a concept with two dimensions: The mental dimension refers to affective, 
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cognitive and interpretive facets or phases of empathic understanding. The social dimen-
sion refers to non-expressive, expressive, responsive, and interactive facets or phases of 
empathic understanding. Because of the interrelatedness of the dimensions, twelve types 
of empathic understanding can be distinguished. The most optimal form of empathic un-
derstanding being ‘dialogical-hermeneutical empathic understanding’ (ibid.: 2006: 195). 
Inherent in ‘dialogical-hermeneutical empathic understanding’ is the testing procedure. 
‘Empathic understanding as a process should include the hermeneutical circle, which 
implies testing, adjusting on the mental dimension’ (ibid.: 200) and developing interpre-
tations on the social dimension (ibid.: 210). Translated to citizenship this would refer to 
the interpretative and interactive process of understanding and appreciating others, and 
their role in further developing and sustaining a democratic society, without having to 
agree with their understandings or actions.

Many researchers agree that dialogue, or dialogical understanding, is a central feature 
of democratic citizenship. When they get to the theoretical and practical implications 
of dialogue, things become complicated. What does dialogue entail? And what are the 
dialogical competences that we should aim for? If we want to advocate dialogue as a 
means to appreciate democracy and diversity, we need a conceptualization of dialogue 
that offers enough ground to acknowledge what Derrida calls ‘la différence’ (Miedema 
& Biesta: 2004) that lies beyond each vision. This enables us to acknowledge the limited 
possibilities of coming to mutual understanding and action, and the limited possibilities 
of expressing and investigating our own visions. Such conceptualisation should also rec-
ognize the impact of power issues in any conversation. for instance because somebody 
has a higher rank and therefore has little, or everything, to loose when a conversation 
fails, or because people have developed different languages to communicate with each 
other, and different ways to deal with conflicts. 

Understanding dialogue as a conversation between equals, which aims for ‘mutual 
understanding’ and ‘ideal reversibility’ might in fact threaten the appreciation of diver-
sity she aims for. Although we agree that it is important to stimulate equality, mutual 
understanding and ideal reversibility, we think dialogue should just as well foster the 
fundamental differences, impossibilities, and power issues involved in every dialogue, as 
advocated in the context of appreciating agonisms by Mouffe (2000). Dialogue can then 
be understood as a way to come to mutual understanding of the things that make it im-
possible for us to reach ‘true’ consensus or mutual understanding.   

5.8 Conclusion

In this chapter we have presented a framework that distinguishes five dimensions and 
subsequent key elements that influence one’s willingness to develop a positive attitude to-
wards democracy in a pluralist society. This framework has been developed in the context 
of an empirical inquiry into how Dutch adolescents give meaning to their citizenship in 
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a democratic and pluralist country. Our framework contributes to current frameworks 
because it brings together elements that have been identified as key or troublesome for 
the development of democratic citizenship by other researchers, and because it focuses 
on the motivational aspect of democratic citizenship development. As such, our inquiry 
has also contributed to academic discussions about the complexity of a democratic atti-
tude in a pluralist society.

 The framework has been inspired by researchers who have argued that democ-
racy and diversity are intrinsically related (Parker 2003; Thayer-Bacon 2008), and who 
argue that democratic citizens need to value both democracy and diversity in a positive 
way. We focused on the will to obtain a democratic attitude in a pluralist society, because 
we argued that the proper knowledge, capacities and circumstances alone are not enough 
to come to democratic participation in a pluralist society. One also needs the will to be 
democratic and the will to appreciate diversity. 

Below, we list the five dimensions that influence one’s willingness to develop a positive 
attitude towards democracy and diversity and subsequent key elements:

1) An elaborate understanding of the value of democracy and diversity for one’s own 
life and for the common good: reflection, moral sensitivity; 

2) Capacity: internal and external efficacy;
3) Active relations: commitment and connection; 
4) The willingness to transform: open mindedness, doubt;
5)  The ability to engage in dialogue: empathy, dialogical competences.

Because of the normative character of any concept or framework of democratic citizen-
ship it is important to discuss the normative vision that underlies our study. With the 
researchers whose work has inspired this framework, we argue that it is important that 
citizens learn to critically examine and engage in a dialogue about issues of social justice, 
about the tensions they experience and about the relation between democracy and diver-
sity. furthermore, we argue that one needs to gain insight in the interrelatedness of his or 
her attitude towards democracy and the quality of the democratic character of a society, 
and that one needs to acquire the proper competences to participate in accordance with 
these reflections. However, this framework has not been developed to judge students on 
their democratic development. Instead, this it aims to elicit the various aspects involved 
in developing one’s attitudes towards democracy, and the willingness to develop a posi-
tive attitude towards democracy. As such, this framework can be understood as a argu-
ment to further examine how young people give meaning to their citizenship, democracy 
and diversity and discuss how their development relates to different theories about the 
type of democratic citizenship development that a vital democracy requires. 
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6 Conceptualizing Thick Democracy in the 
Dutch Context*

Concepts of democracy, democratic citizenship development, and democratic citizen-
ship education have been the object of academic debate for centuries in different fields of 
study. As Roberson states: 

Likely everyone thinks it would be good if students know more about the working of 
government and likely everyone believes that achieving greater social justice is an 
important democratic goal, even if there is disagreement about what these objectives 
mean. Nevertheless, democratic education of students and its implications for teacher 
education are contested terrains -what democracy is; what constitutes appropriate 
participation; how to educate for democracy; the contributions of higher education 
generally and teacher education in particular are all disputed (Roberson 2008: 28).

In social and political sciences, a vast body of literature reports about the strengths and 
weaknesses of different models of democracy, e.g. the aggregative participatory deliber-
ative and radical models, and scholars have contributed to the emergence and develop-
ment of political philosophies and traditions. One facet of the discussion about demo-
cratic models and related political philosophies concerns the underlying concepts of de-
mocracy. In this context, scholars have come to distinguish thinner and thicker concepts 
of democracy. 

This study builds on the work of scholars with different disciplinary backgrounds who 
have specialized in democratic citizenship education. yet, it also refers to research from 
scholars in political and social sciences and philosophy who have criticized the influence 
of thinner concepts of democracy on the quality of the political system, civil society and 
international relations, and who have urged for the development of democratic practic-
es and procedures that reside with thicker concepts of democracy (Bovens 2005; Haste 
2004; Lister 2007; fraser 2008; Macedo 2005; Michels & De Graaf 2010; Putnam 2000; 
Schinkel 2012; Van Gunsteren 1992; young 2000). 

Educational researchers who adopt a thicker concept of democracy typically theorize 
about the knowledge, skills and attitudes that citizens need to develop in order to vitalize 
the democratic character of a society, and investigate what knowledge, skills and atti-
tudes they currently develop (Banks 2004; Biesta 2008; Biesta & Lawy 2006; Carr 2011; 
De Winter 2011; Gandin & Apple 2002; Giroux 2005; McLaren & kicheloe 2007; Parker 
2003; Veugelers 2007). They also contribute to the development of democratic citizenship 

* Submitted.
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curricula that address lacunas in citizenship development, for instance regarding citizens’ 
capacity to address undemocratic and anti-democratic narratives, practices and proce-
dures in society (Dewey 1916; De Winter 2010; Parker 2003; Thayer-Bacon 2008; Watson, 
Solomon & Battistisch 1998; Veugelers 2007; kahne & Westheimer 2003). The thicker 
concepts of democracy in their studies vary, depending on the comments that scholars 
have on democratic lacunas (that are also interpreted in different ways) and the focus of 
their search for more humane societies and a more humane world. 

This chapter reports the concepts of thick democracy and democratic citizenship de-
velopment that we developed in the context of an empirical study that investigates Dutch 
students’ narratives on their lived citizenship in the Dutch democratic and pluralist soci-
ety. Previous to this study, we identified ‘one’s perception of democracy and one’s under-
standing of the interrelatedness of democracy and diversity’ as one of the five dimensions 
that influence adolescents’ willingness to develop a thick democratic citizenship identity 
(see Chapter five). In order to conceptualize thick democracy, we studied existing con-
cepts as used by four scholars who have contributed to academic discussions on demo-
cratic citizenship education in the United States and Canada. 

In the first part of this chapter, we describe the distinctions between thin and thick 
democracy as identified by these four scholars, and compare key elements of thick demo-
cratic citizenship that they advocate. While it is impossible to capture the complexity and 
multiplicity of the theoretical work that has been conducted by the four scholars, we do 
expect that our comparison will be helpful for teachers and curriculum developers who 
orientate on teaching about, through and for democracy and democratic citizenship. In 
the second part of this chapter, we present our own concepts of thick democracy and 
democratic citizenship, and situate them in the context of the four scholars’ concepts and 
critiques on democracy and democratic citizenship education in the Netherlands.

6.1 Research design

Given the limited scope of our theoretical study of existing concepts of thick democracy, 
we selected four scholars: Barbara Thayer-Bacon, Walter Parker, Joel Westheimer and Paul 
Carr. These scholars were selected for their impact on the international scholarly debate on 
democratic citizenship education. They were also selected for advocating a variety of key 
aspects of democratic citizenship education: inclusion, social justice, diversity, deliberation, 
and participation. This enabled us to envision the multiplicity of democratic citizenship 
development. Our study of their work concentrated on two aspects. first, we compared 
their concepts of thin and thick democracy. Second, we compared the key themes of thick 
democratic citizenship development that they distinguish, as reflected in their concepts of 
thick democracy and the democratic citizenship education that they advocate.

A similar approach was adopted for our study of democratic deficits in the Nether-
lands as identified by Dutch scholars. In this context, we decided to study the work of the 
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two professors in Education in the Netherlands (De Winter and Veugelers) who advocate 
democratic citizenship development in accordance with a thicker concept of democracy. 
furthermore, we explored literature on democratic deficits in other fields of study in the 
Netherlands. This explorative study was conducted in order to develop a conceptual and 
located theoretical framework, a framework that is meaningful for the analysis of the 
lived citizenship of Adolescents in the Dutch democratic pluralist society at the begin-
ning of the 21st century. 

6.2 Introducing the four scholars

We start our overview of the different concepts with a description of the thick concepts of 
democracy and democratic citizenship as defined by Barbara Thayer-Bacon, a professor 
in philosophy in education at the University of Tennessee (USA). In her book Beyond Lib-
eral Democracy in Schools, the Power of Pluralism, which also includes earlier published 
work, Thayer-Bacon (2008) has described how thicker concepts of democracy developed 
from Dewey’s liberal democracy, to Barber’s strong democracy, young’s inclusive democ-
racy, and Laclau and Mouffe’s radical democracy, and she has eloquently discussed the 
discrepancies between these theories. Here her work is gratefully used to sketch the de-
velopment of thicker conceptions of democracy in the twentieth century. Next we zoom 
in on the ‘key themes for a transactional view of democracy-always-in-the-making’ that 
she identifies the context of her ‘relational pluralistic democratic theory’ (ibid.: 32). This 
theory aims to move beyond classical liberal democracy and its implications for practices 
and policies of citizenship education. 

Walter Parker is a professor of Education at the Washington University in Seattle 
(USA). In his research, he has critically examined the historical development of concep-
tions of citizenship and programmes of citizenship education in the US. He particularly 
studied previous policies and methods of learning democracy and appreciating diversity, 
and developed a new framework for social studies programs with an emphasis on dis-
cussing academic and social issues. Here we outline his concept of thick democracy and 
his comments on the narrow interpretation of the principles of brotherhood and state 
neutrality by federalists and communitarians. furthermore, we describe Parker’s agenda 
for an education that fosters a commitment of all citizens to a democratic society that can 
appreciate political, social, and cultural difference.

Joel Westheimer is a professor in Education at the University of Ottawa (CA). Wes-
theimer has also discussed important shortcomings of the concept of (democratic) citi-
zenship that currently prevails in educational policies, and of the types of participation 
that are fostered in the name of ‘good’ citizenship. His empirical and theoretical work on 
the dominant concept of citizenship is twofold. A first set of studies concentrates on the 
concept of good citizenship. He particularly addresses the implications of stimulating 
uncritical and a-political types of citizens, as has been done by previous governments. A 
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second set of studies concentrates on what it means to be and act like a patriot. Here, we 
distract the elements from these two sets of studies that inform us about Westheimer’s 
thin and a thick concept of democracy, and describe his agenda for democratic citizen-
ship education.

Paul Carr is an associate professor at Lakehead University (CA). In Does your vote 
count? Critical Pedagogy and Democracy, a book that comprises much of his earlier work, 
Carr expresses his concerns with several troublesome aspects in our market driven, lib-
eral democracy, which he also refers to as ‘econ-ocry’. Here, we summarize his comments 
and his propositions for a thicker interpretation of democratic citizenship education. In 
this context Carr advocates instilling ‘emancipatory literacy’ and ‘democratic concienti-
zation’, for instance through studying ‘whiteness’. He also calls for people to ‘do’ democra-
cy instead of adhering to voting in a severely limited political system. 

6.3 Part I: Comparing their thick concepts

The tables below summarize these scholars’ conceptual framework on democracy and 
democratic citizenship. Table 3 features the discrepancies between the concepts of thin 
and thick democracy as highlighted by the authors. Table 4 displays for each scholar 
which key elements of thick democratic citizenship and thick democratic citizenship ed-
ucation they identify. In this section we explain the key concepts and aims as presented 
in the tables. 

Table 3: Their concepts of thin and thick democracy
Thin concept & related troublesome 
features

Thick concept & alternatives offered

Th
ay

er
-B

ac
on

Classical liberal democracy:
Private interest competition, captivated 
by an individualist, universalist and 
rationalist approach

A pluralistic, relational democracy-always-in-the-
making:
Transactional view of relations; a ‘vibrant 
agonistic public sphere of contestation’(Mouffe 
2005); Where new and community cultures 
are perceived as an opportunity to improve 
current democratic (educational) practices and 
procedures

Pa
rk

er

‘liberal’ democracy:
Narrow, defensive and exclusive 
concept of brotherhood, which contains 
political diversity and constrains social 
and cultural diversity; Troublesome 
interpretation of state neutrality

Liberal democracy: 
Where all citizens and the polity actively seek to 
enhance freedom and rights (to be different) for 
those citizens whose perspectives and rights are 
left unattended; and were citizens have a culture 
of deliberating academic and social issues
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W

es
th

ei
m

er

Authoritarian democracy:
Asks for unquestionable loyalty; hostile 
to public debate and political positions 
other than the one in charge; unwilling to 
address social justice issues 

The full promise of democracy:
Where citizens and the polity examine policies, 
practices and procedures; where critical voices 
are appreciated; and where
the interrelatedness of basic principles of 
democracy and people’s responsibilities (as a 
patriot) are being discussed 

C
ar

r

Neo-Liberal democracy: ‘Econ-ocry’:
Where democracy is confined to the 
electoral process; Market driven political 
agenda; discouraging a critical and open 
debate; and not taking accountability for 
power inequalities 

A thicker concept: 
Where democracy is perceived as a philosophy, 
ethos, political system and cultural phenomenon;
Where citizens and the polity commit themselves 
to critically examine and address power 
imbalances and social inequities

Table 4: The key features of thin and thick democratic citizenship and democratic 
citizenship education that they identify

Acquired democratic citizenship Education  
thin concept thick concept thick concept

Th
ay

er
-

Ba
co

n

Citizens emphasize 
‘freedom from’;
Have the delusion of 
being autonomous 

Improve communication and 
relational skills;
Foster shared responsibilities, 
shared authorities, and shared 
identities

CARE Project: creating
Caring; Anti-Racist, 
Relationally focused, 
Educational communities

Pa
rk

er

Citizens prefer 
‘spectatorship’: leaving 
democracy to their 
representatives;
And only appreciate 
political diversity 

Learn to appreciate political, 
social and cultural diversity 
through civic and political 
deliberation; Are able to 
discuss academic and social 
issues in seminars and 
deliberation (SAC model)

Trajectories that foster 
Democratically enlightened 
political engagement/ 
Participation; perceive 
democracy as an Outlook; 
and embrace and capitalize 
Difference

W
es

th
ei

m
er

Citizens aim to be a good 
neighbour; Vote, when 
they feel like it;
And adopt an 
authoritarian type of 
patriotism

Gain knowledge of rights 
and democratic social 
movements; engage in critical 
examination and discussion 
of controversial and political 
issues; and learn to address 
social justice issues  

Trajectories that foster 
Connection, Capacity and 
Commitment to contribute to 
systemic change; Democratic 
patriotism

C
ar

r

Citizens obtain the 
capacity to participate in  
elections;
Docile, compliant citizens 

Gain emancipatory 
literacy and  democratic 
concientization; and learn 
how to ‘do’ democracy

A critical pedagogy for 
democracy; Social justice 
education; Studying 
whiteness;
Doing democracy trajectories
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6.3.1 A transactional view of democracy-always-in-the-making
Thayer-Bacon (2008: 1-2) herself refers to several limitations of what she calls ‘classical 
liberal democracy’. She comments that this model, which has been inspired by the work 
of Locke and Rousseau, emphasizes a negative view of freedom (freedom from restric-
tions); focuses on individual rights and natural rights and empathizes the needs to pro-
tect these natural rights; is based on strong assumption that individuals develop ‘atomis-
tically on their own’; and is built on the image of human beings as rational, autonomous, 
and capable to critique and engage in political practices when the government does not 
meet individual people’s needs. 

from a pragmatist and social feminist perspective, and seeking to ‘address postmod-
ernist concerns of power and exclusionary practice’ (ibid.: 7), Thayer-Bacon critiques 
the primacy of rationalism and individualism that underlies this classical liberal theory 
of democracy. She states that enlightened rationalism ignores other important tools that 
can be used to find truth, like emotions, intuition and imagination. Rationalism also 
has not managed to overcome the absolute truth-claim, and it does not attend to power 
issues. Individualism is commented because it ignores the fact that individuals develop 
in relation with others. She also comments that individualist perspectives are unable to 
grasp ourselves as ‘multifarious and fractured, and certainly not completely understood 
by ourselves, let alone by others’ (ibid.: 2). 

In order to move beyond this liberal theory of democracy, and ‘to emphasize ques-
tions of equality and distribution as well as a differentiated politics of difference’ (32), 
Thayer-Bacon developed a ‘relational, pluralistic social political theory’ (3) that builds 
on a ‘transactional view of democracy-always-in-the-making’ (32). This view has been 
inspired by the work of Dewey. Thayer-Bacon recalls John Dewey’s (Dewey 1954: 213, 
in: Thayer-Bacon 2008: 14) assumption that ‘Democracy must begin at home, and it’s 
home is the neighbourhood community’ and his claim ‘that the struggle for democracy 
has to be maintained on as many fronts as culture has aspects: political, economic, inter-
national, educational, scientific, artistic and religious’ (ibid.:173). A limitation of Dewey’s 
theory that she identifies is that his ‘renascent’ concept of democracy is still based on the 
assumption of rationalism and universalism. 

A similar critique applies to Barber’s theory of strong democracy. Barber advocates 
a participatory (strong) democracy over a representative (weak) democracy in order to 
overcome the paradox of liberalism ‘that our natural condition jeopardizes our poten-
tial freedom, while the state endangers our actual freedom’ (Thayer-Bacon 2008: 16). 
According to Thayer-Bacon, Barber’s ideas still build on enlightenment assumptions of 
individualism and rationality, now called autonomy and deliberation: His understanding 
of autonomy perceives people’s positionality as burden instead of a chance, and his con-
ceptualization of deliberation does not take account of the potential danger of silencing 
differences. She also comments that the dualistic split between private and public and 
between political and economic (he ignores material needs) in his work does not match 
with a relational perspective
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She then discusses Iris Marion young’s theory of deliberative democracy, which em-
phasizes ‘the value of pluralism and the critical role of conflict’ (ibid.: 20). young criti-
cized the distributive justice approach that is derived from classical liberalism because, 
a distributive focus does not account for the impact of social structures and institutional 
contexts. Instead, young argues for ‘differentiated solidarity’ and ‘relational autonomy’ 
(ibid.: 23). However, according to Thayer Bacon, young’s theory still advocates a whole-
sale, undifferentiated, uncritical version of politics of difference. This stems from young’s 
separation of the personal from the political, and of cultural (personal) from structural 
(political) differences. Where young only addresses political differences, Thayer-Bacon 
(24) argues that ‘we rely on our cultural values and beliefs to establish the norms and 
standards we use to develop our political institutions’.

She (ibid.: 27) states that Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s radical democratic 
theory (1985)  has been more successful in overcoming the individualist, universalist 
and rationalist assumptions of classical liberalism and Marxism through arguing how 
rationality, individuality and universality ‘are necessarily plural, discursively constructed, 
and entangled with power relations’. yet, where Mouffe (2000: 45) values the paradoxical 
tension that exists between the liberalist focus on freedom and the democratic focus on 
equality, because it enforces the constant process of negotiation and renegotiation, Thay-
er-Bacon (2008: 30) stresses a need to move beyond ‘the uncontested hegemony of liber-
alism’. In this context, Thayer-Bacon refers to the challenge of fighting hegemonic powers 
in the post 9/11 United States who deny the value of a multi-polar world and who restrain 
the development of what Mouffe (2005: 130) has called a ‘vibrant agonistic public sphere 
of contestation’. What criteria can be derived from this challenge, for the architecture of 
democratic citizenship education?

According to Thayer-Bacon (2008: 167), ‘democracies-always-in-the-making need 
citizens who are willing to contribute to their community and take pride in their contri-
butions’. In this context, she investigated schools in five collectivist cultures around the 
world, cultures that are well represented among drop outs in the US, to gain insight in 
elements of democratic and caring relationships that flourish in these schools, and how 
these elements can be capitalized to improve the democratic character of school life in 
the US. This study resulted in a distinction of three key themes of a democracy-always-in 
the-making: shared responsibilities; shared authorities; shared identities.  

Translated to educational practices, shared responsibility implies that parents and 
students contribute to the quality of school life in their schools on multiple levels, from 
sweeping the floor to organizing expert meetings. Shared authority implies that govern-
ments need to share authority with teachers, and that teachers need to share authority 
with students. It implies that students participate in decision making processes, and that 
their contributions to different communities are valued. Shared authority thus fosters 
educational practices in which different voices (and cultures) are represented. Shared 
identity refers to the need for students with different backgrounds to feel part of a com-
munity in which they share ‘a common language, rituals, historical experiences’ (ibid.: 
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172), a community that makes them feel good about their cultural background and where 
they can feel good about themselves. Based on these three themes, Thayer-Bacon (ibid.: 
7) developed the CARE project, which assists schools in becoming Culturally Aware, 
Anti-Racist, and Relationally focused Educational communities that ‘provide all students 
with the chance of actively participating in a democratic-society-always-in-the-making’.

6.3.2 About perceiving unity and diversity as interdependent
In his working paper Imagining a Cosmopolitan Curriculum (2007) Parker refers to Bar-
bers distinction between weak and strong democracy, arguing that in a weak model of 
democracy citizens are expected to vote and sit back, while in a strong model citizens 
participate in democratic politics. Parker does not adopt Barber’s conception, but regards 
it as a frame to identify a variety of stronger interpretations of democracy. In the context 
of his development of a cosmopolitan curriculum, he for instance distinguishes between 
a weaker curriculum which does not transcend a national format, and a stronger curric-
ulum which ‘additionally seeks to reposition students, adjusting their point of view –their 
stance and perspective – from national citizen to world citizen’ (2007:4).  

Other than Thayer-Bacon, Parker decides to hold on to the concept of liberal democ-
racy. yet, he proposes a radically different view on one of the key principles of democracy, 
as defined by the founding fathers of the US democratic constitution. In his book Teach-
ing Democracy: Unity and Diversity in Public Life Parker comments on the interpretation 
of brotherhood that is dominant among federalists and communitarians in the United 
States: 

Both federalist and communitarian views shy away from social heterogeneity, regar-
ding it a danger. Both avoid to some degree a conception of the relationship of unity 
to difference that would allow political oneness to exist with (alongside) social and 
cultural diversity. On this broader conception, diversity does not need to be conque-
red or colonized, and not even transcended. It can be fostered (Parker 2003: 18).

He discusses how the term brotherhood has traditionally been used to strengthen the 
commitment among insiders, and keeping all kinds of others categorically excluded. Be-
cause of this narrow understanding, Parker states, the social and political position of so-
cial and cultural others is considered a policy issue of minor importance. He argues that 
in order to address the restraining of social and cultural diversity, all people need to be 
aware of the interrelatedness of democracy and diversity, of their responsibilities beyond 
voting, and of their responsibility to actively appreciate diversity.

A related troublesome element that Parker identifies is the current interpretation of 
the principle of state neutrality in the United States. While this principle prevents citi-
zens of being prosecuted for being different, it’s current implementation simultaneously 
‘impedes the full flowering of pluralism’ (ibid.: 27), since it covers up existing power im-
balances, it focuses on the deficits of the ones that are not included, and it does not seek 
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to change the status quo. Where this occurs, Parker warns that liberal democracies risk 
becoming ‘illiberal’ (2012: 1).

Parker discusses how the limited perception of brotherhood and state neutrality are 
still present in traditional and progressive views on citizenship education. Where the first 
focus on knowledge of constitutional democracy, the second ‘concentrate on delibera-
tion on public issues, problem solving/community action that brings together people of 
various identities, and other forms of direct and deliberate participation in state matters 
as well as in the middle sector or civil society’ (Parker 2003:19). yet, he comments, both 
fail to account for the unity-difference tensions that the United States faces. Moreover, 
both seek to assimilate social and cultural diversity. Parker on the other hand proposes a 
democratic citizenship education that 

seeks to teach, among other things, that diversity is a social fact, that it is a social 
good, why this is so, and how diversity and democracy require one another. It seeks 
to do this by educating young and old alike in the arts of democratic living, which in-
clude, centrally, an understanding of both pluribus (the many) and unum (the one), 
and an understanding that the two are, in fact, interdependent  (Parker 2003: 1).

Therefore, he advocates a more advanced concept of democratic citizenship education, 
which builds on three axes: participation, outlook and difference. Rather than opting for 
direct democracy or spectatorship, it should focus on democratic enlightened participa-
tion. Rather than perceiving democracy as a path or accomplishment, it should perceive 
democracy as a tradition of pursuing a more humane society. And rather than advocating 
pluralism or assimilation, democratic citizenship education should seek to include the 
perspectives of those living in the margins in political and civic debate in all levels of 
school life, and it should perceive the struggles of those in the margins as a concern of 
all citizens.

Translated to educational practices, Parker stresses that in order to build a truly liberal 
democracy a democracy cannot afford to raise idiots or spectators: people who refrain 
from public life, except for an occasional turn-up at the ballot, and who watch politicians 
act like citizens. Instead, citizens need to appreciate political, social and cultural diver-
sity, engage in a democratically enlightened way, and obtain deliberation skills. In this 
context, Parker advocates the Structured Academic Controversy model of deliberation 
(SAC) through which students can develop deliberation competences that enable people 
to develop a political Unum in  a pluralist society.

6.3.3 Towards a social justice type of citizen
In Pledging alliance (2007), Westheimer displays several problems with how democracy 
is currently played out in the US, while sketching two types of patriotism in a realm of 
different possibilities. He (2007: 173-4) agitates against the authoritarian type of patri-
otism that has gained ground after 9/11 and ‘asks for unquestioning loyalty to a cause 
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determined by a centralized leader or leading group’. Westheimer criticizes two elements 
in particular regarding this perception of patriotism. first, that it dismisses the value and 
importance public debate as a quintessential aspect of democratic governing and public 
deliberation in democratic societies. Second, that taking a deviant political stand on what 
good patriotism entails or in any other academic or social dispute is dismissed as unpat-
riotic. Besides the fact that it is clearly undemocratic to (try) to punish people for having 
a dissident voice, Westheimer comments that it also masks the fact that what currently 
is referred to as good patriotism, is also a product of politics. He also critiques the type 
of politics that does not appreciate dissident voices, that punishes people for providing 
– or teaching - alternative perspectives and a critical attitude as undemocratic. Instead, 
he proposes a second type of democratic patriotism, which implies that one tries to live 
up to the principles that underlie democracy, not to the political position of the current 
government. He (Westheimer 2007: 174) argues that such type of patriotism places dis-
cussions about what it means to be a patriot at the heart of education about patriotism 
(see also Hess 2007), instead of teaching children ‘that their country is inherently superi-
or to others; a primary allegiance to land, birth right, legal citizenship and government’s 
cause; non questioning loyalty; reflexively following leaders; unconditional support of 
their leaders; a blindness to shortcomings and social discord within the nation; and a 
conformist attitude’.

Previously, Westheimer (kahne & Westheimer 2003; Westheimer & kahne 2004) ex-
pressed similar critiques about programmes of (democratic) citizenship education in the 
United States. from an empirical study of citizenship curricula in the United States, they 
concluded that the vast majority of the curricula foster personally responsible types of 
citizens, some participatory types, and hardly any social justice type of citizens. While 
many students engage in civil service programmes, these programmes only incidentally 
involve scrutinizing and addressing social justice issues that affected students’ lives and 
the lives of their neighbours and fellow citizens. yet he argues, democracies also need 
citizens who are committed to promoting freedom and equality for all citizens, who have 
the capacity to interfere, and the connections to affect change. In later work, he (kahne & 
Westheimer 2006) focuses on developing a sense of political efficacy through citizenship 
education, and the importance of not to stick to trajectories that are built for success. In 
this context he argues that it is important for students as well to gain insight in structures 
that limit their possibility to address civic issues. Students also need to learn about issues 
like poverty or racism, or controversial issues that exceed the realm of educational pro-
jects. furthermore, he argues that fostering external political efficacy among students can 
never replace the efforts of governments officials to improve their level of receptiveness 
to people’s needs.

6.3.4 Addressing the uS econ-ocry
In Does Your Vote Count? Critical Pedagogy and Democracy, Carr (2011) distinguishes 
between thin and thick democracy and discusses its impact on democratic education. 
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Other than Thayer-Bacon, Carr is not so much interested in studying liberal theory or 
conceptualizing thick democracy. He suffices by stating that there are various ways to 
define the relationship between the two concepts, and explicitly refers to the distinction 
between weak and strong democracy as formulated by Swift (2002). Swift argued that 
where weak democracy focuses on ‘possessive individualism’ and a ‘strong market/weak 
democracy model’, strong democracy ‘emphasizes the self-rule of the political commu-
nity and the equality of power in democratic decision-making’ (Swift 2002: 35, in Carr 
2011: 18). Also, Carr advocates critical examination of current stories about the decline 
or rise of US democracy, and the stories that are left untold. In this context, Carr for in-
stance critiques the tendency to equate a decline of democracy with a decline of political 
participation, which obscures more serious issues of power inequality and exclusion.

Carr also highlights the differences between educational agenda’s that reside with 
strong versus weak models of democracy, and the extent to which they enhance dem-
ocratic literacy or mask democratic deficits in the United States. Inspired by the criti-
cal pedagogues freire, kicheloe and McLaren, Carr (ibid.: 46) refers to the current US 
society as an ‘econ-ocry’ which in his view focuses on ‘limited, often trivial, interests 
that divert attention from broader forms of democracy that foster inclusive, transform-
ative, participatory movements and addressing systemic inequities and marginalization’. 
Throughout his book, Carr mentions various democratic deficits, particularly in relation 
to politics, media and education. Referring to Giroux and Giroux (2006), he (ibid.: 275) 
for instance critiques the ‘nefarious practices, marginalization, and conservative inter-
pretations of success that serve to blame the victim rather than critique the trappings and 
inner-working of power’ for which he blames the neo-liberalist discourse.

According to Carr (2011: 20) democracy in the United States is often equated with 
voting and elections, and democratic education is often limited to teaching children 
how to vote, with little attention to learning how to critically examine different policies 
and existing inequalities in the political system; it considers democracy as a topic, not as 
something that needs to be practiced in all facets of school life; it adopts an essentialist 
perception of diversity; it offers limited attention to alternative stories and histories in the 
formal curriculum; it does not foster sensitivity to the politics of education; and it focuses 
on employment, not ‘emancipatory literacy’ and ‘democratic conscientization’, outlooks 
which he adopted from respectively Giroux (2006) and freire (1972). As a result, he ar-
gues, an education based on a thin conception of democracy creates docile, compliant 
citizens. This opposed to the emancipatory literacy and democratic concientization that 
are needed for citizens to address the neutrality claim of knowledge that is presented in 
the media, in schools and in political discourse.

Carr distinguishes four stages of democratic conscientization, which he defines as ‘a 
never-ending process, one that acknowledges differences, power imbalances, hegemonic 
forces and the non-neutrality of formal political and educational structures’ (ibid.: 45): an 
instinctual stage; a constructed knowledge stage; and individual/collective action stage; 
and an introspective and engagement stage. He also developed ‘four pillars towards a so-
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cial justice in education accountability framework’, which enable schools to check wheth-
er they 1) provide linkages with the international milieu when they discuss political is-
sues or events; 2) commit to investigating social injustices; 3) problematize and support 
identity and identity formation; and 4) include students in decision-making processes. 

Carr’s empirical studies concentrate on the issue of whiteness. He investigates the ex-
tent to which white people are aware that they are white; how they profit from the current 
power inequalities; and how they contribute to the maintenance of these power inequal-
ities. He is also involved in the development of educational programmes that support 
students’ political and media literacy which, he argues (ibid.: 24), are detrimental  for 
young people to develop an informed position on the type of society that they wish for, 
and gain awareness of  how education currently contributes to hegemonic processes that 
manipulate the interests of working people, and ‘how the imbalance in terms of funding, 
conditions, experiences, outcomes and objectives of schools across the US determines the 
form and content of debate on all of the major issues of the day’.

6.3.5 Commonalities and discrepancies among the four theoretical positions
Our comparison of the thicker conceptions of democracy and democratic citizenship 
that have been developed by Thayer-Bacon, Parker, Westheimer and Carr revealed many 
similarities in the deficits that these scholars identify. All four argue that in order to vi-
talize the democratic character of a society, citizens need to improve their capacity to en-
gage in relationships with others. furthermore, they all stress that people who enjoy their 
freedoms and claim their social, economic and cultural rights should also attend to the 
freedom, rights and positions of others. They advocate critical examination of political 
processes in every layer of society, particularly in citizenship education, and they point to 
a number of social justice issues that still exist in the United States: that particular groups 
of people are less represented; that the media strengthens caricaturist images of minority 
groups; that their voices are being ignored by policy makers; that the views, interests, 
dreams and needs of minority groups are not included in the formal curriculum; and that 
processes of exclusion are only incidentally discussed in society and in formal education 
settings.

Our comparison also shed light on the plurality of their critiques on current citi-
zenship education. Where Parker stresses the need to capitalize diversity within schools 
and classrooms by encompassing multiple views in deliberation processes, Thayer-Bacon 
highlights the democratic surplus of certain elements in non-western school and family 
cultures. She argues that, once embraced, these elements can be beneficial to the demo-
cratic quality of school life in general and the appreciation and support of non-western 
students in particular. Westheimer and Carr both critique the limited culture of critical 
discussion and participation in the US, and they argue for educational programmes that 
stimulate ‘doing democracy’ and addressing social injustices. Where Westheimer seeks to 
address the de-politicizing of civic participation and the subsequent development of poor 
conceptions of patriotism and compliant participation in formal education, Carr seeks to 



Conceptualizing Thick Democracy in the Dutch Context 97

enhance the democratic literacy of adolescents in order for them to envision the impact 
of the free market economy and its political supporters, the impact of whiteness, and the 
impact of a lack of media literacy on the deterioration of the democratic character of the 
US society. 

 

6.4 Part II: Conceptualizing thick democracy in the Netherlands

Outlining the work of these four scholars has shed light on various deficits of democracy, 
democratic education and democratic citizenship in the United States. How do these 
deficits relate to the Dutch context? In the following we will outline several critiques on 
democratic citizenship and democracy in the Netherlands that are inspired by thicker 
conceptions of democracy. We then describe our own thick concepts of democracy and 
democratic citizenship, and how they relate to the previously described concepts and the 
democratic deficits and lacunas in democratic citizenship development as identified by 
Dutch scholars.

6.4.1 lacunas as identified by educational scholars
Building on a thicker concept of democracy, Veugelers and De Winter, both professors in 
Child Development and Education in the Netherlands, have criticized several features of 
Dutch citizenship development, educational politics in general, and democratic citizen-
ship education. Veugelers critiqued the decline of explicit attention to value and moral 
development in Dutch education, which he traces back to ‘the declining influence of de-
nominationalism on the content of education, the rejection of a more political content 
oriented to collective emancipation and the dominance of a technical-instrumental ra-
tionality’ (Veugelers 2011: 30) In relation to the technical-instrumental vision on educa-
tion, Veugelers and Leenders (2004) for instance criticized the student-centred learning 
concept, which had been advocated by the Ministry of Education in the last decade of 
the Twentieth Century and was implemented in the context of a new structure for the 
upper grades in secondary education in the Netherlands (‘het Studiehuis’). They argued 
that this concept stimulated individualist rather than cooperative learning strategies. As 
a consequence it constrained possibilities to ‘learn to engage in joint critical examination 
and participation in social contexts’ (2004: 372). 

Similar to Westheimer and kahne’s (2004) typology of three types of citizens in the 
US, Veugelers (2007) also came to distinguish three types of citizens in the Netherlands: 
the adaptive, the autonomous, and the critical democratic type. A study by Leenders et 
al. (2008) in 109 secondary schools revealed that one third of the teachers preferred the 
adaptive type, one fifth an autonomous type and a small majority a critical democratic 
type. Despite teacher sympathy for a critical democratic type, Veugelers (2011) found 
that this type receives little attention in educational practice. As a result, large number of 
students is educated to become a-political citizens: citizens who have not studied power 
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inequalities and who have not been introduced to a school culture that teaches students 
how they can address social injustices. To stimulate ‘humanitarian, social and democratic 
values and autonomy’, he argued for a pedagogy that aims to: 

Educate young people to have a critical, enquiring attitude, to have the courage and 
the creativity to tread new paths, who wish to scrutinize all knowledge – including 
their own knowledge – for the norms and underlying power structures it contains, 
and who are alert to the relationship between autonomy and social concern (Veuge-
lers 2011: 30-31).

De Winter (2004) warned that democracy can implode when citizens are ignorant about 
its development, and when citizens only focus on protecting their freedom from interfer-
ence by the state and by fellow citizens. Referring to Berlin’s (1958) distinction between 
negative and positive freedom, De Winter (2011) argued that citizens who focus on ‘neg-
ative freedom’ issues forget to shape public life in a positive and democratic way. In a joint 
project with Eduniek, an institute for curriculum development, De Winter developed a 
school-wide programme for the development of democratic citizenship and a democrat-
ic school culture. He (2011) also critiqued the individualist and behaviour oriented ap-
proach of problems with malfunctioning students. Instead, he argued for a systemic and 
democratic approach that critically examines the influence of contextual circumstances 
and norms within the school and in society at large, like the multitude of stimuli and 
demands that children face in current societies.

In academic discussions on the pedagogical task of schools, Dutch scholars who 
adopted a broad understanding of this task also stressed the need to attend to value de-
velopment and students’ personal and civic development in a pluralist society (De Ruyter 
2003; klaassen 2003; Miedema 1999; De Winter 2000). In this context, De Ruyter and 
Sieckelinck (2009) critiqued the lack of positive attention to ideals in general at different 
levels of education. And De Winter (2011) and Veugelers (2007) critiqued the lack in 
guidance that young people receive in developing values and civic ideals that reside with 
a thicker conception of democracy. While the Dutch government urges students to learn 
about and engage with different cultures and religions (Bron 2006), students receive lit-
tle guidance in their value orientation and identity development. Worldview education 
for instance is not available in all schools. Based on this fact, and the fact that religion 
traditionally has been interpreted as a knowledge based course, we can conclude that a 
large number of schools hardly facilitate processes of identity development in a structur-
al manner. This concurs with the work of scholars who have identified a lack of moral 
sensitivity and competences amongst teachers (Tirri 2003; Tonkens, Ham & Uitermark 
(2006). furthermore, schools and school boards themselves do not seem to be stimulated 
to engage with different cultures and religions on a meso-level. Cooperation amongst 
schools with different (denominational) backgrounds does not seem to be stimulated. 
While the Dutch government does propose that students from different schools need to 
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engage with each other, policies and practices that maintain segregation in education are 
not addressed in a structural way (Veugelers 2008). The general attitude seems to be: We 
are happy with the freedom of education, because it enables us to shape our curriculum 
and school culture as we see fit and create our own (market) profile. This attitude can be 
critiqued with Thayer-Bacon’s (2008) argument that building relationships across hegem-
onies is a shared responsibility.

6.4.2 lacunas as identified by scholars in political and social sciences
Thinner conceptions of democracy and democratic citizenship have been criticized by 
numerous scholars in political and social sciences internationally and in the Netherlands. 
In political sciences, Macedo (2005) stressed the need to attend to quantity, quality and 
equality in order to address current deficits of the democratic US political system. They 
specifically pointed to the responsibilities of political institutions to address their own 
deficits on these levels. 

In the Netherlands, Bovens and Michels made similar comments. Bovens (2005) 
stressed the need to re-affirm the principles of representative democracy in new arenas 
of decision making: in the deliberative field in professional arenas and in international 
organizations. from investigating interactive government and deliberative platforms and 
forums in the Netherlanders, Michels (2011) concluded that these types of participation 
promote different democratic principles, and that with their choice for certain kinds of 
participation, government officials and policy makers let certain democratic principles 
prevail over others. 

Among political philosophers, Mouffe has critiqued the tendency of representatives 
to depolarize politics which, she argues, has led to the emergence of fascist movements 
through Europe:

In the West, it is the very identity of democracy which is at stake, in so far as it has depen-
ded to a large extent on the existence of the Communist ‘other’ that constituted its nega-
tion. Now that the enemy has been defeated, the meaning of democracy itself has become 
blurred and needs to be redefined by the creation of a new frontier” [..] I submit that the 
growth of the extreme right in several countries in Europe can only be understood in the 
context of the deep crisis of political identity that confronts liberal democracy following 
the loss of the traditional landmarks of politics. It is linked to the necessity of redrawing 
the political frontier between friend and enemy (Mouffe 2005: 3-4).

To address these deficits, Mouffe argues that democracies need to instil an appreciation 
of agonist positions among their citizens. In the Netherlands, the civic competences of 
Dutch citizens have been criticized by Van Gunsteren (2006), a professor in political phi-
losophy who has contributed to neo-republican theory. He mocked the fact that people’s 
appreciation of democracy only incidentally relates to their empirical evaluation of deci-
sion making procedures and the outcomes of these procedures. 
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Among social scientists Elchardus (2002), a Sociology professor in Belgium, has crit-
icized the role of the media and politicians in what he calls ‘dramatized democracy’ (dra-
ma democratie). He argued that Belgium and other countries alike have become ‘sym-
bolic societies’ in which the media negatively affect the quality of the political system: 
in order to be elected, candidates now need to be good media performers rather than 
good politicians; the media make and break politicians; and campaigning processes nev-
er stop. furthermore, he has argued that in a dramatized democracy it’s not the public 
but the faces of a party that shape the message of political parties, and that the ‘dramatic 
democracy’ risks ‘crises’ that are generated by the media, and strongly play at feelings of 
distrust and discontent. In his view, such mechanisms endanger the quality and stability 
of western democracies. In the Netherlands, Schuyt (2009), a professor in Sociology, has 
critiqued the tendency of the Dutch society to build a national community without ap-
preciating and acknowledging the necessity of discussions about different value systems 
within nation states and the communities involved. In the following, we situate our con-
ception of democracy in the context of the democratic deficits and lacunas in democratic 
citizenship as identified by these Dutch scholars.

6.5 Our concept of thick democracy

We started this chapter describing how thick democracy has been defined as a political 
system and a way of life (Dewey 1916; Parker 2003; The Winter 2011), as a ‘a philosophy, 
ethos, political system and cultural phenomenon’ (Carr 2007: 1), and a never ending 
process (Mouffe 2005; Parker 2003; Thayer-Bacon 2008). Based on our comparison of 
thicker concepts of democracy and our exploration of democratic deficits and lacunas in 
democratic citizenship as identified by Dutch scholars, we developed a thick concept of 
democracy that distinguishes between three aspects of democracy: as a political system 
that is always under construction, as a culture that promotes respectful relations and 
structural equality, and an ethos that implies examining and continuously reconstruct-
ing hegemonies in and beyond ‘multipolar societies’ (Mouffe 2005). Table 5 summarizes 
the key components of our thicker conception of democracy. The table also envisions 
the interrelatedness of the three aspects: a thicker perception of democracy (1) enables 
people to examine current hegemonies and underlying normative frames (aspect 3). And 
a democratic ethos enables one to envision deliberation about hegemonies as part of a 
democratic culture (aspect 2). In this section, the three aspects are defined and situated 
in the context of the scholarly work that we introduced in the first part of the paper. To 
conclude, we identify several key features of thick democratic citizenship (see table 6) in 
the context of our own thick concept of democracy. 
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Table 5: Interrelatedness of three aspects in our thick conception of democracy
Democracy is a political 

system that is under 
construction

• Continuously developing and necessarily ‘unfinished’; 
• Influenced and dominated by certain normative frames, and 

seeking to avoid adopting a singular normative frame;
• Shaped by a democratic culture and ethos in the political, 

economic, civic and civil domain, which it simultaneously tries to 
vitalize:

A culture that aims for 
interpersonal respect and 

structural equality

• A culture of joint decision making (shared authority and 
responsibility within a realm that is negotiated as well from time 
to time);

• A quest for interpersonal respect and structural equality;  
• Co-creation of ‘public values’ beyond singular cultural, religious 

and political frames. This implies:
An ethos that implies co-
creating and challenging 

hegemonies in multi-
polar societies

• Questioning dichotomous views of normative frames, and static 
images of cultural, religious, and political traditions;

• Acknowledging the quest of a multi-polar society (to co-create 
and challenge public values)

• Fostering recognition of and deliberation about the role of 
normative frames in the development of ‘public values’ and a 
democratic ethos 

6.5.1 Democracy as a political system under construction
A thinner concept of democracy typically resides with liberal theory. In this context, 
we adopt Mouffe’s (2005) argument that while that there is no such thing as ‘the’ liberal 
theory, liberal theories do have in common that they are unable to imagine the political 
dimension of their own stance. Mouffe argued that this commonality follows from their 
understanding of liberty and justice as universal and rational principles. As a result, liber-
al theorists in general fail to acknowledge how these principles are shaped by and become 
meaningful within a certain organizational context (liberal democracies). The normative 
frame of universal in liberalist or liberal theory contains three basic principles: that de-
mocracy is a neutral system, that voting is the key responsibility, and that interference by 
the state should be limited.

A thicker concept challenges those three principles. In relation to the political do-
main, it acknowledges that decision making procedures and practices in the political do-
main, also referred to as ‘the polity’ (Mouffe 2005), reflect certain democratic values and 
principles, certain interpretations of these principles and certain positions on how they 
should be translated into democratic practices (Michels 2011; fennema 2012). It also fea-
tures the political system as an outlook (Parker 2003), which implies that one acknowl-
edges that power inequalities cannot be avoided, and that there always will be people 
whose voices will be less represented and people who are prohibited from participating 
in the political and civil domain.  featuring democracy as an outlook also enables us to 
acknowledge and challenge deficits of democratic narratives, practices and procedures in 
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the political domain as identified and discussed by political and social scientists (Bovens 
2005; Carr 2010; Goan 2009; Goodson 2012; Macedo 2005; Mair 2009; Van Gunsteren 
1992, 2006). 

6.5.2 Democracy as a culture that aims for respect and equality
A thinner concept of democracy typically envisions voting as the key responsibility of 
citizens. A second responsibility that is highlighted in liberal theory relates to the princi-
ple of limited interference by the state. In accordance with this principle, citizens’ main 
contribution to liberal democracies is to protect what Berlin (1958) has referred to as ‘the 
negative freedom of individuals’.

A thicker concept of democracy on the other hand acknowledges that citizens not 
only need to defend their individual rights, but also need to contribute to the protection 
and further development of a political and legal structure that enables people to exercise 
their rights (Berlin 1958; De Winter 2011). This implies that people need to imagine what 
it takes for citizens to maintain and further develop a political system, a legal system and 
a public culture that protects people’s rights. In his definition of a democratic way of life, 
which he also refers to as a democratic ethos however, De Winter (2006) only highlights 
the participatory features of a democratic way of life: ‘Acknowledging mutual interests, 
solving conflicts through dialogue and negotiations (when needed with the help of a 
judge), respecting each other’s views (especially minority views) and living up to one’s 
social responsibility to others’ (2006: 8). His definition does not incorporate the notion 
that when people ‘solve’ conflicts and live up to their social responsibilities, their actions 
are based on (often implicit) images of the kind of society they want, and such images not 
automatically accumulate in a ‘public’ one. 

feinberg (2012) did theorize about the need to engage in a joint deliberation about 
images of ’ the’ public good. He described how Aristotle already argued that people need 
to be engaged in the development of a moral horizon, or ‘public values’ that constitute the 
organizational structure of a society in which people can claim their rights and enhance 
social justice, and how this principle has been lost in liberal theory.

The distinction between the General Will and the will of all [in the work of Rous-
seau], the one seeking the common good and the other adding up the sum of private 
wills, is the distinction between Aristotle and classical liberalism. The liberalism of 
Hobbes, Locke, and Adam Smith renders the very idea of a common good invisible, 
and rendering it invisible renders it out of existence (feinberg 2012: 5). 

feinberg (2012: 10) thus argued for a need to deliberate about ‘public values’, which he 
defined as ‘common values regulated by discourse’. In his view, public schools need to 
stimulate deliberation skills and a culture of co-creating public values, since they are the 
public of the next generation:
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It is in the engagement of collective reflection on common values that the creative 
normative work of a public is performed and where the public actually creates and 
endorses new norms, moral interventions if you will, to address new facts and new 
situations (feinberg 2012: 15). 

A limitation of De Winter’s concept of a democratic way of life and feinberg’s concept of 
public values lies in the concept of the political that they adopted. Politics in their work 
is mainly about negotiating different interests. A broader concept of the political on the 
other hand, as advocated by Mouffe (2005), implies that people also examine the moral 
and political values that underlie public deliberation procedures, and identify existing he-
gemonies behind current ‘public values’. Scholars like Mouffe (2005) and Veugelers (2007) 
have highlighted that in order for pluralist democratic societies to thrive, governments 
and citizens need to attend to power imbalances and to forefront and critically examine 
the moral and political dimensions of current hegemonies, practices and procedures on a 
macro, meso and micro level. In addition, they need to challenge existing hegemonies. To 
this end, Mouffe (2005) developed a radical democratic approach. This approach implies 
that people contribute to the construction of ‘competing language’ (2005: 115) in which 
the presence of adversaries is acknowledged and valued in the context of building more 
inclusive democracies. In the field of education, Veugelers (2007; 2011) developed a ‘crit-
ical democratic pedagogy’ which urges teachers, students and school leaders to reflect on 
the moral and political dimensions of (citizenship) education policies and practices and 
to develop a school culture in which students and teachers learn how to participate in and 
contribute to political processes within and beyond their schools. 

6.5.3 Democracy as an ethos regarding the co-construction of multi-polar societies
To highlight the political processes that underlie the development of public values, systemic 
narratives on democracy and democratic practices and procedures, we defined ‘democratic 
ethos’ as the third aspect to our thick concept. The democratic ethos refers to how people 
perceive the role of different normative frames in strengthening the democratic character 
of a society, and to how people perceive their own role in the (re)construction of ‘public val-
ues’ in ‘a multi-polar society’ (Mouffe 2005). In this context, we developed a broad concept 
of ‘normative frames’ in this study. Where Mouffe (2005) used the concept of normative 
frames to refer to the normative frames that underlie political theories, our conception 
refers to a set of norms and values as developed in corporate, cultural, political or religious 
tradition. This conception is similar to the concept of ‘moral horizons’ that Taylor (1989) 
developed to envision how religious traditions inform our perception of what is right and 
what makes life meaningful. It also resembles the concept of ‘value systems’ which Schuyt 
(2009) adopted to point to the variety of cultural, religious and political value systems that 
influence legal and political procedures in pluralist  and democratic societies. 

Characteristic for people with a predominantly thin concept of democracy is that 
they have limited insight in the normative frames that underlie current systemic dem-
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ocratic narratives practices and procedures. Instead, one has a superfluous image of the 
dichotomy between religion and state, and considers religion a personal matter and a 
source for personal development rather than the development of society. People with a 
thinner concept also tend to adopt dichotomous views of normative frames and static 
images of cultural, religious, and political traditions. furthermore, they do not identify 
a need to co-create and challenge ‘public’ values and current hegemonies, even though 
such aspects of citizenship responsibilities have also been acknowledged by neo-republi-
can and liberal scholars who theorize about citizenship responsibilities in the context of 
pluralist societies (Van Gunsteren 2006). People with a predominantly thicker concept of 
democracy on the other hand understand how different normative frames, including a 
thicker democratic concept, are continuously negotiated and embedded in people’s con-
versations on what good citizenship and good governing means. They understand how 
normative frames influence economical, socio-cultural and political relations practices 
and rights, and they acknowledge a shared responsibility to critically examine and chal-
lenge hegemonies in the civil civic and political domain.

6.5.4 our concept of democratic citizenship 
In the table below, we outline the key elements of thick democratic citizenship that we 
identify based on our distinction between thin and thick democracy. As such, it provides 
a general framework of thick democratic citizenship that envisions the multiplicity of 
democratic citizenship on the first dimension of our framework that distinguishes five 
dimensions that influence the willingness to develop a thick democratic citizenship atti-
tude (De Groot 2011; see also Chapter five). 

6.6 Discussion

With the four scholars whose concepts of democracy and democratic citizenship we de-
scribed in the first part of this chapter, we consider ourselves advocates of thicker con-
cepts of democracy and democratic citizenship. But would it not be better to allow ado-
lescents to develop their own ideals, and help them to live up to these ideals in a reason-
ably passionate manner, instead of prescribing a democratic one, as Sieckelinck (2009) 
proposed? We certainly agree that in a democracy, people need assistance in developing 
their personal normative frames and practices. yet, with Mouffe (2005) Thayer-Bacon 
(2008) and Gowricharn (2002), we also argue that in democracies it is important that 
people develop, study, and try to cope with the presence of different normative frames. 
furthermore, we argue that, especially in a pluralist society, it is important that citizens 
contribute to the continuous development of normative frameworks and overarching 
narratives and normative frameworks. Such frameworks and sites of public contestation 
enable people to discuss and (re)construct the civil, civic and political values and ide-
als that they hold, and their understanding and competences regarding how to translate 
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these values and ideals into practices. We argue that thicker democratic concepts can 
offer such a framework. In addition, we argue that a thick concept of democracy can help 
people imagine about their civic responsibilities in democratic societies. In line with the 
scholars discussed in this paper, we consider such a ‘democratic’ normative framework as 
discursive and substantial. Studying and deliberating about democratic ideals and  reali-

Table 6: Democratic citizenship in accordance with our thin and thick concept of 
democracy

Thin and thick democratic citizenship 
thin thick
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Students perceive democracy as a 
political system

Students perceive democracy as a political system a 
way of life and an ethos.
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Students perceive democracy as 
a neutral political system and as 

accomplished;

Do not need to challenge their 
images of power inequalities;

Students are aware of the cultural and historical 
embeddedness of (interpretations of ) laws and 

values, and how they transcend individuals and  are 
transcended by them;

Understand how power inequalities are built into 
the political system and civil society, and how and to 

which extent they can be influenced;
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Students do not need to develop 
a sense of their democratic 

responsibilities do beyond voting;

Perceive good citizenship as 
a-political, and as a private matter.

Capacity to participate in the 
political domain (vote) in line with 

a technical approach.

Students are aware of their democratic 
responsibilities in the civil, civic and political domain;

Are aware that democracy implies a shared 
responsibility for creating a humane and sustainable 

environment across existing communities and 
national borders.

Have acquired competences to participate in the 
civic domain as well

Are sensitive to technical and normative elements 
of democratic participation. Have developed a 

democratic narrative.
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s Students perceive law and values 
like equality and freedom as 
universal, ‘western’ or ‘Dutch’;

Consider democracy as an 
organizational frame rather than a 

normative frame of reference;

Students can identify normative frames - including 
the democratic concept – and the extent to which 

they prevail in current hegemonies;

Are aware of the interrelatedness of people’s images 
of good citizenship and good governing and 

economical, socio-cultural and political relations, 
practices and rights
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ties, about who have been involved in establishing current ‘public’ narratives procedures 
and practices, and about who should be involved in discussing and establishing future 
ones are intrinsic to a democratic culture.

Important to note is that while we focus on the democratic citizenship of individu-
als and its impact on democracy, we do not argue that educating individuals is the key 
to a vital democracy. More influential, we argue, is creating experiences and structures 
in which citizens can participate in democracy. As stressed before, fostering democratic 
citizenship is only meaningful when a society offers sites for participation and value stim-
ulation (Biesta 2006, Veugelers 2008). 

A second limitation relates to the exploratory character of our study. further theoret-
ical study is needed to specify what thick democracy and democratic citizenship implies 
on each of the aspects. In this context, we recommend conducting review studies on 
democratic deficits and concepts of thick democracy as described in various disciplines 
in the Netherlands and internationally. furthermore, our preliminary framework on 
thick democratic citizenship does not include the features of thick democratic citizenship 
on the other four dimensions of our model of five dimensions of democratic citizenship 
(See Chapter five). further study is needed to define key features on the other dimen-
sions. Likewise, further study is needed to specify which kind of knowledge, capacities, 
attitudes and narratives about the political system students need to develop in the context 
of a thicker concept of democracy, and which concepts of respect and tolerance reside 
with a thicker concept of democracy.

6.7 Conclusion 

In this chapter, we presented our own concepts of thick democracy and thick democrat-
ic citizenship, which provide the theoretical framework for an empirical study into the 
lived citizenship of Dutch adolescents. Our thick concept of democracy has been inspired 
by the concepts of thick democracy as described by four scholars in the United States 
and Canada who specialize in democratic citizenship education and by academic studies 
from different fields of study on democratic deficits and democratic citizenship educa-
tion in the Netherlands. It highlights three aspects of democracy that need attendance by 
citizens, civic organizations and the polity in order to cultivate the democratic character 
of a society: first, that the democratic political system continuously evolves, and is neces-
sarily imperfect. Second, that democracy is a culture which entails that people and insti-
tutions actively seek to appreciate and accommodate different voices on an interpersonal 
and structural level. And third, that democracy is an ethos that acknowledges and values 
the presence of different normative frames in the civil and political domain, and the need 
to critically examine existing power inequalities and the underlying hegemonies. 

What are the implications of our thicker concept for the conceptualization of demo-
cratic citizenship? In line with our thick concept we argued that democratic citizens need 
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to be aware that democracy is a system culture and an ethos, and that all three aspects 
needs to be developed by people in their everyday lives (aspect 1); We argued that peo-
ple need to develop their narratives on their own civic responsibilities and what it takes 
to lead a democratic way of life (aspect 2); And we argued that people need to critically 
examine existing hegemonies and the frames of reference that lie behind them (aspect 3).

In the last ten years, scholars already developed several frameworks for democratic 
and intercultural citizenship education, like the framework for minimal and maximal 
citizenship education in accordance with a human rights and inclusive democracy’ per-
spective (Osler & Starkey 2005), the framework on critical citizenship education (John-
son & Morris 2010), and the framework for citizenship education (Bron, Veugelers & Van 
Vliet 2009). However, conceptualizing democracy has received limited attention in these 
frameworks. We argue that our thick concept of democracy and democratic citizenship 
contributes to a stronger theoretical underpinning of these frameworks and future ones. 
Our thick concept of democratic citizenship for instance enables us to specify Veugelers’ 
conceptual framework for critical democratic citizenship (2007) which has inspired the 
first two curriculum frameworks. Veugelers identified autonomy and social commitment 
as two key features of critical democratic citizenship. following our concept of thick 
democratic citizenship, we argue that one needs to distinguish between thin and thick 
concepts of autonomy and social commitment. Small concepts of autonomy and social 
commitment are normative in a limited way. While they reflect a certain value, these 
concepts do not yet imply that one is aware of related moral and political processes. The 
critical democratic citizenship framework (Veugelers 2007) does ask for a thicker con-
ception of autonomy and social commitment. In line with our concepts of a democratic 
culture and ethos, ‘thick autonomy’ can be defined as an on-going process, a sense of self 
and of shared responsibility that continuously develops in relation with others. Likewise, 
‘thick social commitment’ can be defined as a process of challenging current senses of 
commitment and underlying hegemonies, and co-constructing social commitment be-
yond communities.

Our comparison elucidated a variety of positions and programmes for democratic 
citizenship education that have been developed by educational scholars who depart from 
a thick concept. As critical advocates of a thick concept of democracy and democratic 
citizenship, we recommend the further development of thicker concepts of democracy 
and subsequent democratic and intercultural citizenship education, in order to provide 
students with the necessary means to (re)construct their own conceptions of democracy, 
their own values, and ‘public’ values that reside with thicker conceptions of democracy. 
In addition, we recommend further study into the concepts of democracy that underlie 
previous studies on democratic citizenship and current frameworks for democratic citi-
zenship education. We hope that many young people in stable, emerging and future de-
mocracies become familiar with the democratic citizenship education programmes that 
have been developed by scholars who care about cultivating a thicker type of democratic 
citizens. Rather than advocating a thick type of democratic citizenship development, we 
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argue that in order to position themselves as citizens in a democracy, (young) people 
need to be introduced to various discourses on democracy.
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EMPIRICAL STUDIES

The following four chapters report the results of our empirical studies of students’ citizen-
ship narratives on the four themes of one’s democratic engagement that were selected for 
further analysis within this research project. Chapter Seven reports an explorative study 
into how the democratic narratives of 27 adolescents in the Netherlands relate to a thick 
concept of democracy. Chapter Eight reports a study into the diversity issues that these 
adolescents identified. Chapter Nine reports our study of these adolescents’ citizenship 
efficacy. And Chapter Ten reports our study into the gaps between the citizenship aspira-
tions of one sixteen year old male student who’s citizenship narratives are representative 
for the dominant group among the Dutch youth and the democratic citizenship educa-
tion goals as defined by two scholars who advocate a thick type of democratic citizenship 
education. 
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7  A Qualitative Study into the Democratic 
Narratives of Dutch Adolescents:

 ‘I Know what Democracy Means, not what I 
Think of it’*

In the last decade, quantitative studies have provided insight in the citizenship knowl-
edge, skills, attitudes and participation of adolescents in the Netherlands (Peschar, Hoog-
hoff, Dijkstra & Ten Dam 2010) and across countries (IEA 2002; ICCS 2009). yet, we still 
know little about how Dutch adolescents give meaning to their citizenship. As Huren-
kamp and Tonkens note: 

There are many studies about the importance and the nature of citizenship. They 
always talk about citizens, and citizens are only occasionally involved. Databases on 
what citizens in general think or on what it takes to become a good citizen are often 
referred to, but these studies give little details on the visions, experiences and argu-
mentations of citizens’ (Hurenkamp & Tonkens 2011: 32).

Several elements of adolescents’ ‘lived citizenship’ (Lister et al. 2003), which can be 
defined as the way in which one gives meaning to one’s citizenship, have been studied 
though. Previous studies in the Uk investigated adolescents’ perceptions of good citizen-
ship and their sense of the opportunity to actually be a (good) citizen (Lister et. al. 2003; 
Osler & Starkey 2005). However, a study into how adolescents give meaning to democra-
cy and how their concepts of democracy relate to a thick concept of democracy has not 
been conducted.

This chapter reports a qualitative study in which we explored how the democratic 
narratives of 27 adolescents in the Netherlands relate to a thick concept of democracy. In 
particular, we studied their narratives about what democracy entails and how they appre-
ciate living in a democratic society. four sub-questions were defined: 

1) How does the richness of these students’ narratives differ among students from 
different educational tracks and among boys and girls? 

2) How do these students’ perceptions of democracy relate to the three aspects of our 
thick concept of democracy? 

3) How does their appreciation of democracy relate to our thick concept of democracy? 
4) How does the general appreciation of democracy vary among these students?

* Submitted.
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Main aim of the study is to gain insight in the democratic citizenship engagement of 
adolescent in an urban area in the Netherlands. furthermore, investigating adolescents’ 
democratic narratives sheds light on the availability of spaces, discourses and infrastruc-
tures through which Dutch students can develop their democratic narratives. With this 
study, we therefore also contribute to scholarly debate on the dominant discourse on 
democracy in citizenship education in the Netherlands and internationally, and its impli-
cations for citizens’ engagement with the quality of the democratic and pluralist character 
of their societies. 

We start this chapter outlining the empirical and theoretical context of our study. We 
then define our thick concept of democracy, and explain how our concept was translated 
into an analytical framework. In the conclusion and discussion section we discuss how 
our findings add to insights from previous studies on Dutch adolescents’ democratic citi-
zenship development. In addition, recommendations are made for future research on and 
education for democratic citizenship. 

7.1 Empirical and research context

Since 2006, primary, secondary and vocational schools in the Netherlands are obliged 
to provide citizenship education for their students. Through citizenship education the 
Dutch government particularly aims to stimulate ‘social cohesion and active participa-
tion’ (MOCW 2005). In this context, several key goals have been defined for secondary 
education. Dutch high school students for instance need to become knowledgeable about 
religious and cultural differences, they need to appreciate diversity, and they need to gain 
knowledge about the Dutch constitutional democracy and how to participate in the po-
litical domain (Bron 2006). How these goals are translated into educational practices is 
left to the schools themselves, and until now schools have received limited support in de-
veloping their citizenship curriculum (Onderwijsraad 2012). In practice this means that 
only few schools have framed their citizenship curriculum in the context of the protec-
tion and development of the democratic character of the Dutch society (Onderwijsraad 
2012; Veugelers 2007). Curriculum developers and educational scholars in the Nether-
lands have only recently started to develop programmes and frameworks for democratic 
and human rights education that explicitly draw a link between diversity and democracy 
(Bron et al. 2009; HVO 2009; zonneveld 2006). At the moment, the Peaceable school 
programme (De Winter 2011), which has been developed for primary education, is the 
only school-wide programme for democratic citizenship education in the Netherlands 
that explicitly frames developing political, civic and social competences in the context of 
vitalizing the democratic character of Dutch society. 

Most schools in the Netherlands describe their pedagogical task in the context of 
their affiliation to their religious values, or to ‘universal’, ‘western’ or ‘Dutch’ values. In the 
last decade, researchers have discussed several downsides of adopting these normative 
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frames in formal education. Osler and Starkey (2003) have commented that presenting 
the core values in citizenship education in the Uk as British ignores the transnational 
characteristics and background of such values. And in the Netherlands, Schuyt (2009) 
has critiqued the tendency of the Dutch society to build a national community without 
appreciating and acknowledging the necessity of discussions about different value sys-
tems within nation states and communities involved. 

Given the dominant discourse in the Netherlands on the pedagogical task of schools 
in general and on citizenship education in particular, we expected students to have limit-
ed insight in the interrelatedness of democracy and diversity, in how diversity necessar-
ily implies conflicts and experiences of frustration and in how these conflicts and frus-
trations are intrinsic to democracy. furthermore, we expected students to have limited 
insight in how a democratic political system and a democratic culture influences their 
personal lives and the way a society addresses civic issues. 

What else could we expect, based on findings from previous studies on Dutch stu-
dents’ democratic knowledge skills and attitudes, and given the omissions in the aspects 
under study? Recent studies have shed light on several aspects of young people’s dem-
ocratic citizenship development. The ICCS study (Maslowsk1 et. al. 2010) for instance 
revealed that Dutch students have less knowledge about democratic principles than their 
peers in other European countries, that they are sceptical about equal rights for immi-
grants, and that their trust in national government and politics is much higher than in 
many other European countries. It also revealed that pre-vocational students have low-
er scores than pre-university students. In a survey study among 10 to 12 year olds in 
thirteen primary schools, Admiraal et al. (2010) found that Dutch girls scored higher 
on democratic knowledge, reflection, ability to listen and willingness to listen to others, 
while boys had higher scores on voicing one’s opinion. 

yet, while social and political scientists (Bovens 2005; Buijs 2002; Dahl 1989; Goodson 
2010; Mair 2009; Michels 2010; Macedo 2005; Todd 2010) have pointed to many lacunas 
in current democratic political systems, surveys on students’ democratic literacy until 
now have not included questions on their insights on such lacunas. Hence, we still know 
little about students’ understandings and imaginations of the democratic reality, and la-
cunas that need to be addressed by local and international citizen institutions, grassroots 
and professional networks, and the government, in order for the democratic character 
of pluralist and globalized societies to flourish. In addition, previous studies have gen-
erated little insight in students’ conceptions of democracy and democratic citizenship, 
and their perception of a need to develop their democratic citizenship. When Admiraal 
et al. (2010) for instance studied students’ listening skills based on self-reports, they did 
not investigate students’ perceptions of ‘good listening’ and their perceptions regarding a 
need to develop their listening capacities. 

A similar omission concerns the study of the moral and political dimensions of stu-
dents’ democratic citizenship development. The recent ICCS study did investigate stu-
dents’ attitudes towards immigrant rights and women’s rights (Maslowski et al. 2010). 
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However, students’ perceptions of the interrelatedness of equal rights for immigrants and 
democracy were not studied in the ICCS study. Likewise, we know little about students’ 
conceptions of equal rights and immigrants, the emergence of these conceptions, and 
their images of immigration and integration issues. In particular, we know little about 
students’ perceptions on the third aspect of our thick concept of democracy: students’ 
images of possible merits of different normative frames for the development of the quality 
of the democratic political system for instance have not been studied yet.

We also know little about students’ appreciation of democracy: if they appreciate liv-
ing in a democracy, what it is that they appreciate, and how strong their appreciation is. A 
student might for instance score one on a scale of one to five because he feels ambivalent 
about our current democratic reality, because (in his view) it serves the wealthier better 
than the poor. He might also score one on a scale of one to five because he thinks that 
he can be happy in every political system. The different experiences behind students’ 
appreciations and how different experiences and interpretations are mediated, have not 
yet been studied. 

Given the lack of attention in previous studies to how students give meaning to their 
citizenship and the focus on attitudes towards and participation in the political domain 
and based on our assumption that attending to students’ lived citizenship is still a blind 
spot in Dutch educational policy and practices, we expected students to have few narra-
tives about their appreciation of democracy, in particular regarding the possible influence 
of democracy on interpersonal relations and participatory practices and procedures be-
yond the political domain.

7.2 Theoretical framework

Twenty years ago, McLaughlin (1992) already distinguished between thin and thick con-
cepts of citizenship, and discussed the strengths and weaknesses of thin and thick concepts 
of citizenship on citizenship education and with that, on the quality of pluralist democratic 
societies. Because we study adolescents’ democratic narratives, we took the concept of de-
mocracy as the starting point of our analysis. In the theoretical study that preceded this 
empirical study, we studied the thinner and thicker concepts of democracy as distinguished 
by scholars who have contributed to the scholarly debate on democratic citizenship educa-
tion in the US (Carr 2011; Parker 2003; Thayer-Bacon 2008, Westheimer & kahne 2004). 
In general, a thicker concept envisions democracy as a political system and a way of life (Bi-
esta & Lawy 2006; Dewey 1916; De Winter 2004 2011). Our thicker concept of democracy 
distinguishes between three aspects of democracy: as a political system that is always under 
construction, as a culture that aims for respect and structural equality, and as an ethos that 
implies examining and co-constructing hegemonies in a ‘multipolar society’ (Mouffe 2005). 
Table 7 envisions the three aspects and how they are interrelated. This thick concept and its 
development have been described more elaborately in Chapter Six.
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Table 7: Interrelatedness of three aspects in our thick conception of democracy
Democracy is a 

political system under 
construction

• Continuously developing and necessarily ‘unfinished’; 
• Influenced and dominated by certain normative frames, and seek-

ing to avoid adopting a singular normative frame;
• Shaped by a democratic culture and ethos in the political, eco-

nomic, civic and civil domain, which it simultaneously tries to vital-
ize:

A democratic culture that 
aims for interpersonal 
respect and structural 

equality

• A culture of joint decision making (shared authority and responsi-
bility within a realm that is negotiated as well from time to time);

• A quest for interpersonal respect and structural equality;  
• Co-creation of ‘public values’ beyond singular cultural, religious 

and political frames. This implies:
An ethos that implies co-
creating and challenging 
hegemonies in multipolar 

societies

• Questioning dichotomous views of normative frames, and static 
images of cultural, religious, and political traditions;

• Acknowledging the quest of a multi-polar society (to co-create & 
challenge public values)

• Recognition of and deliberation about the role of normative 
frames in the development of ‘public values’ and a democratic 
ethos 

In the method section, we describe our criteria for categorizing students’ narratives as 
‘predominantly thinner’ ‘thicker’ or ‘in between’ on each of the three aspects. Here, we 
define the other key concepts in this study: ‘narratives’ and their role in processes of 
identity and citizenship development, the ‘richness’ of narratives, and ‘perceptions’ and 
‘appreciations’ of democracy. 

7.2.1 Citizenship identity development and ‘rich’  narratives 
Identity development can be described as the capacity to keep the narrative going (Gid-
dens 1991). This description implies that in order to gain insight in people’s democratic 
citizenship identity one needs to study their democratic narratives. In our study, ‘narra-
tives’ are understood as the conglomerate of people’s perceptions, appreciations, feelings, 
attitudes, aspirations, dreams, visions and experiences as expressed in conversations and 
stories. This concept resembles Georgakopoulou’s concept of ‘small stories’ (2006): stories 
that are co-constructed by two or more persons and that show many resemblances with 
ordinary conversations. We prefer the term ‘narratives’ because it highlights the interre-
latedness of people’s narratives and their identity development in a certain context, which 
is the object of narrative inquiry (Goodson & Sikes 2006; Goodson et al. 2010).

In a recent study on narratives and lifelong learning, Goodson et al. (2010) identified 
different narrative strategies and different ways in which these strategies influence identi-
ty development and social action. from their study into people’s life-narratives they con-
cluded, amongst others, that people with an ‘elaborative’ narrative do not automatically 
develop a more flexible and adequate response to changing environments and situations 
than people with a ‘scripted’ and fixed narrative about their identity. In our study, we in-
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vestigated the ‘richness’ of students’ narratives in a more basic sense: the extent to which 
students have narratives at all about democracy and how it might influence people’s lives. 
In addition, we investigated the interrelatedness of the richness of students’ narratives on 
democracy and the dominant democratic concepts behind their perceptions and appre-
ciations.

Our concept of perception contains two components: understanding and imagina-
tion. Thus, we investigated adolescents’ understandings and imaginations regarding what 
does and what does not go well in democracy and when democracy might be at stake. 
Under appreciation, we studied students’ appreciation of democracy in general, their ap-
preciation of the specific democratic practices and procedures that they mentioned, and 
the value that they attach to living in a democratic society. Technically speaking, students’ 
appreciations also reflect perceptions. Distinguishing between the two however enabled 
us to study the kind of perceptions that students mention when talking about what de-
mocracy means, and the kind of perceptions that students mention when talking about 
what democracy means for them.

7.3 Research design

This section describes the interview design, sample selection, analytic framework and 
data analysis process of this study, which is part of a larger inquiry into the lived citizen-
ship of adolescents in the Dutch democratic and pluralist society. 

7.3.1 Interview design
for the larger study, we developed an interview cycle with semi-structured interviews. 
The cycle contained four focus groups and two individual interviews. Thus, all students 
participated in six interviews. On average, four students participated in each focus group. 
The interviews were conducted in school during or after school hours.

Students’ narratives on democracy were ‘co-constructed’ in the first focus group and 
the first individual interview. To stimulate students’ narrating about their own percep-
tions and appreciations of democracy rather than on the three aspects of our concept 
of democracy, we developed rather abstract questions: what democracy means in their 
view; what they appreciate about living in a democratic society; what goes well, what 
does not; when is democracy at stake; which responsibilities do citizens have in a democ-
racy, and which experiences influenced their current perceptions and appreciations of 
democracy. All data resulted from students narrating on these questions and our follow 
up question: ‘does democracy also have to do with how people relate to each other in 
their daily lives?’ We did not include a question about their perceptions of the role of 
normative frames in order to avoid desirable answers and because we expected that such 
a question would need more explanation and as such, might disturb rather than facilitate 
the narrative process. 
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7.3.2 Sample selection 
four schools participated in our study: Schools A and B are pre-university schools. School 
A is a recently founded school that is attended by a relatively small number of students. 
Its curriculum is inspired by constructivist learning principles. The school is located in 
Utrecht City and is mostly attended by white and high SES students from Utrecht. School 
B has approximately 1300 students, a common school size in Dutch secondary education. 
The school is located in the periphery of Utrecht City and is attended by students from 
Utrecht and the surrounding districts. Schools C and D are vocational schools in Utre-
cht City. Both offer four-year tracks that include a significant theoretical component. In 
school C, we recruited among students who attended the welfare and education trajecto-
ry. The students from school D who participated all attended the international business 
trajectory. The majority of the student population of school C and D are from Utrecht 
City as well as from surrounding districts.

Because we could only include eight students per school, we asked students from one 
class to participate. This one class, out of on average of 70 students per level, was selected 
on the basis of the teachers’ willingness to introduce us to the students and facilitate our 
encounters with them. Among the students who applied, a selection was made of those 
who appeared to be representative of the class/school population with regard to ethnicity, 
gender, professional interests, and their expected attendance (based on teacher informa-
tion). fourteen vocational students and thirteen pre-university students were selected. 
This proportion is representative for the Dutch student population, where both types of 
school attract about the same number of students. fifteen boys were selected and twelve 
girls. Students were sixteen to twenty years old. Rationale for selecting this group is that 
we wanted to gain insight in the citizenship narratives that students have developed at the 
end of their socialization through formal education. 

7.3.3 Criteria for categorizing students’ democratic narratives
In line with our distinction of the first aspect, students’ perceptions and appreciations of 
the democratic political system were considered predominantly thin when they resembled 
the key principles of the democratic political system as defined in liberalist theory: that 
democracy is a neutral system, that voting is the key responsibility, and that interference 
by the state should be limited. Here, we follow Mouffe’s (2005) argument that while there 
is no such thing as ‘the’ liberal theory, liberal theories have in common that they are un-
able to imagine the political dimension of their own stance because they understand lib-
erty and justice as universal and rational principles. As a consequence, liberal theorists in 
general fail to acknowledge how these principles are shaped by and become meaningful 
within a certain organizational context (liberal democracies). 

In line with these principles, students’ narratives of the democratic political system 
were categorized as predominantly thin when students in general talked about democracy 
as a completed and fair political system that does not face serious threats from within or 
outside; and when their comments related to matters of taste, technical problems and in-
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capacities of individual politicians and citizens, rather than moral and structural wrongs. 
for instance when students felt that the wrong party is elected, or when they commented 
that too many people do not vote or are too stupid to vote, rather than commenting on 
the impact of the use of misleading techniques by political parties and representatives.

Students’ perceptions and appreciations of the democratic political system were con-
sidered thicker when they extended the basic elements of the democratic political system 
as defined in liberalist theory, for instance when students mentioned deficits that relate to 
the quality or normative framework that underlies current decision making procedures 
or practices, as identified and discussed by political and social scientists (Bovens 2005; 
Carr 2011; Goan 2009; Goodson 2012; Macedo 2005; Mair 2009; Van Gunsteren 1992, 
2006). Students were categorized ’in between’ on the first aspect when their narratives did 
contain thicker elements, but displayed limited insights in lacunas of current democratic 
narratives, practices and procedures in the political domain.

Students’ perceptions and appreciations on a democratic culture were considered 
thicker when students talked about cooperative structures within and beyond their per-
sonal environment and when students identified a wider range of civic responsibilities: 
that they need to develop an understanding of power inequalities and their emergence, 
engage in critical thinking, cope with differences, and contribute to addressing social jus-
tice issues (Veugelers 2011). Crucial for being categorized as ‘thick’ was that students in-
terpreted those responsibilities as democratic. Students’ perceptions on this aspect were 
also categorized as predominantly thick when they acknowledged a need to co-construct 
‘public values’. 

Students’ perceptions and appreciations of a democratic culture were categorized as 
predominantly thin when students only talked about the political system, and when stu-
dents defined their responsibilities towards democracy as not harming others and vote 
when you feel like it, which resides with liberalist notions. They were also categorized 
as thin when students referred to their responsibilities as universal, independent of the 
political system one lives in, and economical political historical and geographical circum-
stances. furthermore, they were categorized as thin when students did not refer to the 
need to, together, construct a ‘public narrative’ of how they want their society to develop, 
and when students assumed that common values are the sum of people’s individual pref-
erences. Students were categorized in between when they did mention a responsibility 
towards enhancing respectful relations, but did not identify a responsibility to address 
social justice issues or democratic deficits. 

Students’ perceptions of a democratic ethos have been categorized as thicker when 
students envisioned how normative frames influence political and civil practices and pro-
cedures, when they envisioned the value of a variety of political, cultural and religious 
traditions for the democratic process; and when they acknowledged that frictions are 
intrinsic to a democratic society (Gowricharn 2002). Students’ perceptions of normative 
frames have also been categorizes as thicker when they displayed an understanding of 
these frames as fluent. Students’ perceptions of a democratic ethos were considered thin 
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when students understood the political system to be fair, equal, and neutral, when they 
felt that religion should be banned from politics and when they had a static and dichoto-
mous image of the separation between religion and state. Students were categorizes as in 
between on the third aspect when they only referred to the possible merits of their own 
normative frame. 

Thus, in order to be categorized as ‘predominantly thicker types’, students’ narratives 
needed to reflect an understanding of: a) the democratic political system as value laden 
and intrinsically imperfect; b) the elements of a democratic culture; and c) the role of 
normative frames in current democratic structures, and how these frames need constant 
(re)construction in democratic societies. 

7.3.4 Data analysis 
To prepare students’ narratives for analysis, their opinions, feelings, stories and dis-
cussions were made anonymous and were restructured into portrayals that present the 
narratives of each student in a logical order. Next, we studied patterns among students’ 
perceptions and appreciations. To categorize students’ perceptions of democracy, we dis-
tinguished between thinner and thicker narratives on each of the interview questions 
asked (see also Table 8). A category ‘other’ was added to categorize narratives that did 
not fit into the schedule because they reflected other types of perceptions or because they 
could not be categorized as thin or thick. Apart from investigating the dominant concept 
of democracy in their narratives, we also investigated which comments regarding the 
democratic political system and the democratic culture often occurred, and which were 
mentioned only incidentally.

Table 8: Analytic frame of students’ perception of democracy
Perceptions of democracy thinner narratives thicker narratives
What it entails
What does go well 
What does not
When at stake
Other

In our analysis of student’s appreciation of democracy we investigated whether or not 
students referred to the impact of a democratic political system and way of life on a) the 
relation between citizens and the state; b) the relation between the Netherlands and other 
countries; c) citizens’ daily lives (their personal and professional well-being, and inter-
personal relations); and d) how a society addresses civic issues. Again, a category ‘other’ 
was added, and students’ narratives were categorized as thin or thick per theme within 
each category. 

We also studied differences regarding the extent to which students had any narratives 
about their perceptions and appreciations of democracy at all at the beginning of the 
first interview. As explained in the theoretical section, we only distinguished between a 
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lack of narratives and ‘rich’ narratives. After having structured each student’s narratives 
along the different themes in our study, the commonalities and discrepancies between the 
portrayals were studied. This led to a distinction in three types: those with few narratives; 
those with narratives that largely coincide with a thin concept, and those with narratives 
that involve multiple elements of a thicker concept. 

7.4 What students’ democratic narratives reveal

This section starts with our findings on the richness of students’ democratic narratives. 
Next, we report about students’ concepts of democracy and how their perceptions and 
appreciations differ among educational tracks (P/V) and gender. for reading purposes 
and to secure the anonymity of the respondent students’ narratives in the results section, 
the segments of students’ narratives that we give to illustrate our findings, have some-
times been slightly modified.

7.4.1 The richness of students’ narratives
Analysis of the richness of students’ democratic narratives revealed that students were 
quite equality divided among the three types. As Table 9 shows, we also found that among 
the students with rich narratives, pre-university and vocational students were equally 
divided. Several differences were identified though. Among the vocational students with 
rich narratives for instance, four out of five students were male. 

Table 9: Narratives on democracy in general
Educational track & 

gender (N = 27)
Few narratives In between Rich narratives

P (13): M (6)
F  (7)

M2, DE, B /
MI, DO, JO, SZ, SU

J, K, M1/
DI, SH  

V (14):  M (9)
F (5)

VT, ST, N, SY/ 
 LS, LT, SA

YU /
ML

S, FD, DA, MT/
JA

A second discrepancy that stood out, was that while all pre-university students had some 
knowledge and stories to share on democracy, seven out of fourteen vocational students, 
both boys and girls, at the beginning of the interviews reported that they did not know 
what democracy means. Leila for instance said: ‘I had no idea what democracy means. 
[…] No idea at all! I’m familiar with the word. But that I do not know what it is. That is 
embarrassing.’ All seven vocational students with few narratives also reported that they 
did learn about democracy in school. It just did not appeal to them at the time. When 
asked how come she had few images of democracy, Lisa (V) said: ‘I just do not care. I do 
not want to do anything with politics when I grow up. I care about other things, even 
though it is important. I also had a noisy class. Nobody paid attention. yeah, that way you 
just do not learn anything’. Table 9 also shows that while four out of nine male vocational 
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students’ had rich narratives, only one out of six females had. furthermore, only two out 
of six females attending vocational track were able to narrate about democracy based on 
their perceptions of democracy prior to the interviews.

Comparing the richness of students’ narratives with the concepts of democracy in 
their narratives revealed that a lack of narratives does not automatically imply a predom-
inantly thin understanding. When the eight vocational students with few narratives de-
veloped their views and attitudes during the interviews, their narratives contained both 
thinner and thicker elements. Sometimes, these students’ narratives were even catego-
rized as thicker within a certain aspect. Victor (V) for instance felt that many people in 
Dutch society are not able to engage in constructive discussions. Instead, ‘discussions turn 
into arguments in which people try to convince each other’. This segment has been in-
terpreted as thicker, because it describes a deficit of the Dutch democratic culture. While 
Victor started with few narratives on democracy, his overall perceptions were categorized 
as mixed. Similarly, rich narratives did not automatically imply a thicker understanding. 
The narratives of three out of five (male) vocational students with rich narratives were 
categorized as in between. And, while all pre-university students could narrate about 
what democracy entails, three out of six male pre-university students were categorized as 
predominantly thin. 

7.4.2 Students’ perceptions of democracy
Table 10 displays which concepts of democracy dominated in general in students’ percep-
tions of democracy on the three aspects. Here, we first describe how the narratives of the 
27 students were categorized among the three types. Next, the overall types are described, 
and illustrated with quotes and a summary of one student’s narratives per category. These 
students were selected for providing rich examples of their type. 

Table 10: Perception on democracy in general
Thinner type Mixed type Thicker type

P (13): M (6) 
F (7)

M1, M2, DE K, B / 
JO, SU, DI, MI, SZ

J/ 
SH, DO

V (14): M (9)
F(5)

N, SY/ 
LS, SA, LT

VT, S, ST, YU, DA/ 
ML, JA

FD, MT/

As Table 10 reveals, fourteen of the twenty-seven students were categorized as ‘mixed’. This 
means that their narratives contained both thinner and thicker elements. Only five out of 
27 students referred to elements of our thick conception on two out of three aspects, and 
where categorized as ‘predominantly thicker’. Among male vocational students, two out of 
nine could be categorized as thick. This is in particular due to their comments on practices 
and procedures in the political and civil domain, which often contained thicker elements. 
None of the five female vocational students met these criteria, while among pre-university 
females, two out of seven did. This last finding corresponds with previous studies that re-
ported higher scores on democratic knowledge among males (Maslowski et al. 2010).
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The thinner types’ narratives contain predominantly thin elements. Michael (P) is an 
example of this type. He highlighted the freedom that people have in a democracy. In his 
perception, people should be able to joke about everything. Offending people will help 
them to develop the proper attitude to live together peacefully with others. Michael was 
one of the few students who explicitly mentioned adopting a liberal position. In accord-
ance with this position he felt that religion is for dummies and indoctrinated persons. 
Luckily, he said, ‘there are few indoctrinated people left in the Netherlands, since almost 
everyone comes in contact with different people and views’. He did not mind religious 
political parties ‘because they are not really religious… they just pretend to be, in or-
der to attract voters’. His narratives on democratic deficits where categorized as thicker 
though. They stemmed from his general philosophical disposition and his opinion about 
politics, which he developed from watching the news and the US elections in 2009. He 
for instance commented that politicians do not talk about the important issues, and that 
corruption of power occurs because people in the Netherlands have created large cor-
porations and cities were people can get away with corruption. Michael did not narrate 
about elements of a democratic culture.

Mixed types’ narratives contain thicker elements on two or three dimensions. Simon 
(V) felt uncomfortable talking about democracy because he knew little about it. yet, he 
did express several comments after a while, like: ‘in the news you hear a lot of negative 
stuff (about democracy). This way you get the impression that things do not go well’. Si-
mon also wondered why people had voted for a certain politician who had been engaged 
in criminal activities. And he mocked the frequent shifts in parliamentary majorities in 
the Netherlands in the last decade. This strengthened his assumption that attending polit-
ical discussions would be a waste of time. Nothing would come out of it anyway. Besides 
these comments, he also identified several advantages of living in a democratic society. 
He supposed that in a democracy people listen more to each other, that there is more 
communication, and that people are more often engaged in the evaluation of school pro-
grammes and procedures at work. He also assumed that living in a democracy makes it 
more likely that people are treated with dignity at work. Simon did not talk about norma-
tive frames: how cultural, religious or political traditions contribute to the quality of our 
democracy. He did want people to live together peacefully, but he did not connect this 
outlook to a democratic culture or ethos. To him, democracy resembles politics.

Thicker types’ narratives contain thicker elements on two or all three aspects of de-
mocracy. Matt (V) is clearly well informed about how the political system works and 
his comments contain thicker elements on a democratic culture as well. According to 
Matt, democratic culture is insufficiently developed in the Netherlands: ‘What does not 
go well? freedom of speech, that everybody can express their opinions freely. This causes 
conflict. Everybody can do and speak as they see fit. There are no limitations’. He would 
like the Dutch government to set limits to freedom of speech. furthermore he thinks 
that democracies need to provide decent facilities, like public healthcare: ‘When this is 
not the case, they are not really democratic’. Matt also talked about how people have a 
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responsibility towards each other. That they should not only point to the government. He 
also perceived being well informed and voting for parties who care about the healthcare 
system as a civic responsibility.

7.4.3 Comments on the political system
Because of our interest in students’ awareness of lacunas in current democratic narra-
tives, practices and procedures, we studied students’ comments to see which comments 
occurred more frequently and which ones only incidentally. In the context of the political 
system, we investigated students’ narratives about deficits in the political system. A thick-
er comment that was mentioned by five students or more related to the quality of people’s 
voting behaviour and orientation. Students worried about the ability of certain groups of 
people to obtain the necessary democratic competences needed to vote in a responsible 
manner. They also regularly commented on the marginal influence of their vote. Janice 
(V) for instance says: ‘In the end, the politicians decide among themselves which way 
they want to go’. Other regular comments concerned a lack of competence among politi-
cians and ‘the political election circus’. 

Vocational students repeatedly mentioned being worried about the cutbacks in ed-
ucation that the former government (Rutte I) announced. They feared not being able 
to pay their school fees anymore. Where vocational students’ blamed the current gov-
ernments’ agenda, pre-university students more often referred to structural elements of 
educational inequality like the social-economic background of certain student groups. In 
the two pre-university groups in school A, students also discussed if communism would 
have been a more promising system to deal with civic inequalities. kevin (P) felt that 
communism would be a better system in theory, because it provides equal distribution of 
means, and with that, provides equal chances for students to develop their talents. Daisy 
(P) also liked the idea that ‘in a communist system, everybody could afford learning to 
play the piano, not only the rich kids’. 

Other thicker comments on the political system were only incidentally mentioned. Stu-
dents only incidentally expressed critiques also expressed by social and political scientists 
(Bovens 2005; Goodson 2012; Mair 2009) about a lack of government transparency and the 
power shift to professionals, multinationals, and international non-elected institutions. few 
students commented that politicians seem to create problems rather than resist incidents 
that are hyped by the media, a critique that Elchardus (2002) has theorized about. Michelle 
(P) was the only student whose comment concerned the cooperation amongst democra-
cies: ‘Democracies need to learn from each other. I think this does not happen enough. 
Everybody is too self-absorbed’. None of the students expressed critiques that reside with 
comments from political and educational philosophers (Gaon 2009; Sieckelinck 2009) on 
the use of excessive violence, and the introduction of un-democratic and repressive legisla-
tions by western democracies in the follow-up of 9/11 and the war in Iraq.

frequently made ‘thinner’ critiques related to the declining voting rate. Students also 
regularly mocked the, in their view, unreasonably high penalties for ignoring a red light 
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when cycling, high tax fees, and legislation that forbids people under the age of eighteen 
to buy alcohol, in combination with a lack of firm action against criminal behaviour. 
Carol (P) for instance commented: ‘In other countries there is still respect for people who 
work for the government. There, people would not dare to insult a policeman. Perhaps 
it is because we have lots of freedoms that these things happen’. Incidental critiques con-
cerned a discontent with the winning party or the declining power of Christian parties 
and Christian values in politics. 

7.4.4 Comments on a democratic culture 
In the context of a democratic culture, we investigated students’ comments regarding 
joint decision making procedures and practices, and the quest for respectful relations 
and structural equality. Analysis revealed that four out of twenty-seven students critiqued 
their limited ability to engage in decision-making processes in these areas. Brat and Si-
mon (V) commented on the limited voice that they had at work and in school. zoe (P) 
recalled how teachers had not listened to the advice of the school council and Melanie 
(V) shared her negative experiences with an evaluation by her previous school. This is 
remarkable, given the fact that only five students identified decision-making processes in 
their school or at work as a feature of democracy.

More frequent comments concerned people’s capacity to listen to each other and treat 
each other with respect. Students also regularly criticized people who use freedom of 
speech and freedom of religion as an excuse to be disrespectful, and the selective and 
dramatized presentation by the media of ‘news’ on politics and deviant behaviour of ado-
lescents with an immigrant background. These comments however were often expressed 
in the interviews on diversity though. In the interviews on democracy, such comments 
were less frequently mentioned because part of the students did not link these issues to 
democracy. Victor (V) was the only student who criticized the quality of ‘democratic 
discussions’. 

7.4.5 Comments regarding the role of religious frames 
Comments on democratic ethos were too few to investigate the frequency of various 
comments in a meaningful way. Students’ narratives on this aspect however did enable 
us to envision how students’ understanding of the relation between religion and state 
differed among students with different democratic conceptions. In general, students did 
not regard religion as dangerous or disturbing for society as long as religious people ex-
press themselves in a moderate way, and as long as they do not try to force their religious 
believes on others. Michael (P) was the only student who expressed a desire to ‘overcome’ 
all religious influences, because in his view, religion only threatens people’s autonomy. 

Predominantly thin types like Michael (P) felt that the division of state and church 
‘is well arranged in our constitution’. Also categorized as thin were students who see no 
use in accommodating religious frames that ‘do not originate’ in the Netherlands, and 
students who develop their image of good citizenship in relation to one (religious) nor-
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mative frame. Janice (V) for instance explains that she relies on christian principles when 
she develops her opinion on an issue. In her view, democracy is about politics. She does 
not envision democracy as a normative frame. While she does feel that other religions 
should be respected, she does not talk about the possible contributions of other religions 
to society or democracy. Hers would be good enough. She is also troubled by the current 
multitude of positions and normative frames. She feels that this paralyses political debate. 
Janice does appreciate to learn about other people’s opinions and to engage in dialogues 
in her personal environment. yet, she does not appreciate the conflicts that emerge from 
the presence of many different views in the political domain.  

The mixed types on the other hand expressed a more divergent and historical under-
standing of the merits and lacunas of different religious frames and groups. Steve (V) 
said: ‘The way I see it, they (Muslims) still have to go through enlightenment. They still 
think that they should follow the koran to the letter’. Steve also commented on the limit-
ed willingness of orthodox Christians to treat ‘others’ with dignity. On the other hand, he 
did acknowledge the inspiration and knowledge that people can find through studying 
religious work. Steve himself found inspiration in the work of Spinoza. He also felt that 
‘for some reason, there is a positive relation between the Protestant religion, and the qual-
ity of the democracy, economy and welfare system in certain countries’. In his perception, 
Catholic democratic countries functioned less.

The thicker types also critiqued current religious hegemonies in certain schools. Brat 
(V) for instance critiqued the dress code of certain Reformed schools in Utrecht district: 
‘In accordance with the general norms on clothing in the Netherlands, you cannot force 
people to wear long skirts or jeans in a particular colour. I think that it is strange that 
parents, through their school choice, can force their children to dress in accordance with 
the dominant dress code of a certain religious community’. 

7.4.6 When democracy is at stake
Students in general were taken aback by the question about when democracy can be at 
stake. They had not spent many thoughts about it, as Carol’s answer illustrates: ‘I have no 
idea about what might threaten democracy. Lots of things can happen, for instance an 
economic crisis and unemployment. But that does not have anything to do with democ-
racy’. Among their answers, several possible threats for democracy were still mentioned. 
Inspired by their history classes on World War II, students regularly mentioned the pos-
sible threat of an economic crisis and general discontent following from high unemploy-
ment rates. They also talked about ‘wrong’ leaders who create hatred and dehumanize 
their enemies. furthermore, students regularly mentioned that democracy can be at stake 
when too many people do not vote or vote without being properly informed and trained 
to detect manipulation strategies, and that democracy can be threatened when govern-
ment often falls which paralyses public policy processes. None of the students mentioned 
‘terrorism’ as a threat. Josephine (P/f) felt that the threat of terrorism has been exaggerat-
ed as an excuse to spend a lot of money on ‘security’, and Michael (P/M) commented that 
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bombings cannot affect democracy as a whole since the Dutch democracy is too stable to 
be threatened by terrorist cells. 

Only incidentally, students referred to threats that relate to a lack of democratic cul-
ture: when citizens do not care about democracy or aspire to contribute to the (re) con-
struction of civil society and public values. Two students identified threats that relate to 
normative frames: Aisha (P) felt that democracy could be at stake when policy changes 
affect traditional values, practices and procedures, since this might lead to severe protests 
and tensions in society. And Janice (V) felt that the variety of positions and normative 
frames could paralyse the political deliberation process. 

7.4.7  Students’ appreciation of democracy
This section presents our findings regarding the concepts of democracy in students’ 
narratives on their appreciations of democracy and our findings regarding their general 
appreciation. While our previous analysis revealed that all pre-university students had 
‘rich’ narratives on their perception of democracy, we found that four out of thirteen 
pre-university students had few narratives on their appreciation of democracy. A second 
difference that we identified is that the richness of students’ narratives on their appreci-
ation did not differ among pre-university and vocational students. Table 11 shows how 
students with few narratives were equally divided among pre-university and vocational 
students in the context of their narratives on their appreciation of democracy. 

Table 11:  Students’ appreciation of democracy
Type of narratives on appreciating democracy

Few narratives Thinner type Mixed Predominantly 
thicker

P; M/F B, M2/
SU, MI

M1, M2, B / K, DE / 
JO, SU, DI, MI

J / 
SZ, SH, DO 

V; M/F SY, N, ST/  SA ST, N, SY/
SA, LT

DA, YU, VT/
 JA

FD, S, MT

Comparing tables 9 and 11 thus reveals that the dominant conception of democracy in a 
student’s narratives about his perception of democracy could vary from his narratives on 
his appreciations of democracy. Ben’s (P) perception of democracy for instance had been 
categorized as mixed (see Table 9). His appreciation on the other hand was framed in the 
context of a predominantly conception, especially to his appreciation of a lack of interfer-
ence by others: ‘(In a democracy) you can decide for yourself. Nobody else can decide about 
my life. I cannot be sold as a slave’. Other interesting differences relate to gender and edu-
cational track: when talking about their appreciation, female pre-university students were 
more often categorized as thicker than male university students. Among vocational stu-
dents however, again only male students were categorized as predominantly thicker types. 

Analysing students’ appreciation of democracy revealed that students frequently 
mentioned appreciating the possibility to vote, the freedom to speak up, and the freedom 
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to develop their own life style. Students also regularly valued the education, social welfare 
and health care facilities in Dutch society. As Tess (V) says:

Good health care. That’s something you do not see everywhere. Because I’m in a ca-
ring profession, I see a lot of differences, and I like to learn about international diffe-
rences. I’ve also watched a lot of documentaries. They made me realize that the Dutch 
healthcare system is in very good shape. Here people complain that the physiothera-
pist is no longer funded, while elsewhere people die when from a snakebite.

Apart from those advantages, students mentioned few ways in which democracy posi-
tively influences how a society deals with civic issues. Carol and Michelle (P) were the 
only students who mentioned the impact of democracy on the quality of international 
relations.

Analysis of students’ overall appreciation of democracy led to the distinction of five 
types of students: the advocates, the modest supporters, students with a mixed attitude, 
the ‘opposed’ and the neutral/ignorant. These typologies reflect their overall appreciation 
of democracy, which often contained a mix of appreciations and comments. Table 12 
shows that seventeen out of 27 students were categorized as modest supporters. Six out of 
fourteen vocational students self-reported and/or could be categorized as having a mixed 
or neutral attitude. five students were categorized as advocates. Opposed types were not 
in our sample. While several students expressed multiple comments, their critiques did 
not result in an overall negative attitude towards democracy. Table 12 also shows how 
having a predominantly thicker conception does not necessarily imply that one is an 
advocate. Matt’s narratives for instance contained many thicker elements. But he himself 
defined his appreciation as neutral. In the following, each type is described and illustrated 
with segments from students’ narratives 

Table 12: Expected types: appreciation of democracy in general 
Advocates Modest 

supporters
Mixed Neutral/ 

Ignorant
Opposed

Thin:
P; M/F

M1/ 
M2/MI 

(M1)

In between: P; 
M/F SZ

B, K/ 
JO, SU, DI

DE/

Thick: 
P; M/F

J/
SH MI, SU, DO

Thin: 
V; M/F

ST / 
SA, LS, LT

N, SY

In between
V; M/F

S YU / 
ML

DA, VT/
JA

Thick: 
V; M/F

FD MT
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Advocates clearly state that they appreciate democracy. Shannon (P) for instance states:

I think that it is very important to live in a democratic society, because without 
democracy, an individual has nothing to say and his voice won’t be heard. Then 
everything is decided for you and you cannot decide about your own life. Part of 
your freedom depends on it.

These types also tent to participate actively. Their appreciation can reside with different 
concepts of democracy. Thicker types typically value civil discussions on values as a sign 
of a well working democratic culture. Other types can also value public discussions, but 
for different reasons. Michael (P), a predominantly thin type, appreciated public discus-
sions ‘because they spice things up’.

Modest supporters are represented among thinner mixed and thicker types. Mi-
chelle’s (P) perceptions and appreciations for instance have been categorized as mixed. 
She mentioned several advantages that she has come to take for granted: 

I think it is important to live in a democracy, because you have freedom of speech, 
and everyone counts. You can have a say in the way things go. That is freedom, the 
idea that you can do as you please, to a certain extent of course. […]. Apart from 
that, I never think about it. I kind of take it for granted. But when you think about 
it, I think that we’re lucky to live in a democracy, being free and having an equal say.

Carol (P) is also a modest fan, but for a different reason: ‘We appreciate everything be-
cause we’ve been thought that democracy works well and that the rule of the people and 
the division of powers are good things. But we do not know any different. We do not 
know how things would go when this would not be the case. So you cannot say whether 
or not the current system is a good one’.

Mixed types do come up with advantages, but also mention deficits that cause them 
to be ambivalent about democracy. Daniel (V/ M) knows a lot about politics and discuss-
es politics regularly with his parents. However, he is also ambivalent about the value of 
living in a democracy. When talking about freedom of speech he says: ‘I do not know if 
I would miss it, freedom of expression. I’ve never experienced differently. It seems nicer 
than a dictatorship or living under Hitler. I’d rather not … so it seems pretty comfortable, 
living in a democracy’. Daniel also figures that chances on a decent healthcare system are 
higher in a democracy. However, he feels that the healthcare system is declining. And he 
has become disillusioned with Dutch politics after the 2010 elections, when ‘his’ party 
ditched their main agenda point during the government formation.

Neutral/ ignorant types do not feel particularly fortunate to live in a democratic so-
ciety. Dave (P) for instance feels that people can be happy as well under dictatorship. On 
the other hand, he appreciates that ‘because one can vote, democracy makes it easier to 
identify with politicians’. Matt (V) describes his appreciation of democracy as neutral. 
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He appreciates the democratic political system, and that things are taken care of. On the 
other hand, he mocks the political circus and the weak government response to discrim-
ination and criminal behaviour, although he finds the political game and its excesses 
entertaining as well: 

Politics nowadays is just one big circus. That is another thing I am not happy about. 
What happens on the streets (people copying each other’s behaviour) is another. So 
yeah, at this moment I take a neutral position so to say. It’s not that I have a complete-
ly negative or positive view on the democracy.

Matt is also disappointed because he did not receive any support by the government, 
through youth care, when he dropped out of school. 

Data-analysis also revealed how the intensity and background of students’ apprecia-
tions varied for each type. Among students with a self-reported neutral attitude, Matt for 
instance reported a neutral attitude because his appreciations neutralized his critiques 
on lacunas in the political system and a democratic culture. Nick on the other hand con-
sidered himself neutral because he had no images of the impact of democracy on his 
personal life.

7.5 Conclusion and discussion

This chapter reported a qualitative study into the democratic narratives of 27 adolescents in 
the Netherlands. In particular, we investigated the richness of their democratic narratives, 
the concepts of democracy in their narratives, the democratic deficits that they identified 
their appreciations of democracy, and differences among pre-university and vocational stu-
dents and among males and females on these areas. Aim of the study was to gain insight in 
these democratic citizenship engagement of adolescent in an urban area in the Netherlands, 
an aspect of democratic citizenship development that until now has received little attention 
in previous citizenship studies in the Netherlands and internationally.

Analysis of the richness of their democratic narratives revealed that eight out of four-
teen vocational students had few narratives about their perceptions and appreciations of 
democracy. yet, we also found that despite their limited affinity with democracy, six of 
these eight did narrate about several elements that reside with a thicker concept of de-
mocracy at a later stage in the interviews. 

The democratic narratives of fourteen of the 27 students contained a mix of thin and 
thick elements. Only five of the 27 students had predominantly thick narratives, which 
means that they regularly referred to elements of a thick concept in their narratives on 
two out of three aspects: democracy as a political system under construction, as a culture 
that aims for respectful relations and structural equality, and as an ethos that implies 
co-creating and challenging hegemonies in a ‘multi-polar society’. 
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Analysis of students’ comments of the democratic political system revealed that only 
few students identified lacunas in government transparency and the power shift to pro-
fessionals, the international arena and international and non-elected institutions as de-
scribed by Bovens (2005), Goodson (2012) and Mair (2009). None of the students ex-
pressed comments that reside with Gaon’s (2009) critique on the use of excessive violence 
and the introduction of un-democratic legislations by western democracies in the follow 
up of 9/11 and the war in Iraq. As expected from research on the limited possibilities for 
students in the Netherlands and internationally to speak up on matters that are of their 
concern within school and the wider society (Biesta & Lawy 2006; Osler & Starkey 2005; 
kahne et al. 2008; Veugelers et al. 2005), only five students identified joint decision-mak-
ing procedures in school and at work as a feature of democracy. four of them critiqued 
the current deliberative practices in their (previous) schools and at work. Students’ imag-
es of possible threats to democracy were rather scarce. In general, they took democracy 
for granted.

Analysis of students’ appreciation of democracy revealed that seventeen of the 27 stu-
dents could be categorized as ‘modest supporters’: people who are in favour of a demo-
cratic system without feeling particularly engaged. It also revealed how the intensity and 
background of students’ appreciations varied for each type. This variety reminds us to be 
cautious drawing conclusions about students’ negative or positive appreciation of democ-
racy. We also found that these adolescents’ appreciation of democracy only incidentally 
related to the influence of democracy on how a society deals with civic issues, and on the 
quality of international relations. 

Because of the explorative character of our study, we are cautious to draw conclusions 
on students’ literacy regarding particular lacunas of the democratic political system and 
culture in the Netherlands. Such conclusions would request further study into students’ 
perceptions of specific democratic deficits on these aspects, and their perceptions of how 
these lacunas influence their own lives. Since vocational students reported more lacunas 
than pre-university students, including items on these aspects in survey studies might 
shed a new light on differences in democratic literacy among vocational and pre-univer-
sity students as reported in previous studies (Wagenaar et al. 2011; Maslowski et al. 2009; 
Geijssel et al. 2010).  

What do our findings indicate about the spaces, the discourses on democracy and 
the infrastructure that adolescents can relate to when they develop their democratic cit-
izenship identities? In her plea for a ‘radical democratic approach’ Mouffe presented the 
need to vitalize democratic narratives, procedures and practices in the civil and political 
domain as the ‘ethico-political enterprise’ of pluralist democracies:

The real task in my view, is to foster allegiance to our democratic institutions, and 
the best way to do this is not by demonstrating that they would be chosen by rational 
agents ‘under the veil of ignorance’ or in a ‘neutral dialogue’, but by creating strong 
forms of identification with them. This should be done by developing and multiply-
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ing in as many social relations as possible the discourses, the practices, the ‘language 
games’ that produce democratic ‘subject positions’. The objective is to establish the 
hegemony of democratic values and practices (Mouffe 2005: 115).

Mouffe’s argument for the production of democratic ‘subject positions’ has been devel-
oped in the context of theoretical study. In our study, the need for an active (re)con-
struction of systemic and individual democratic narratives has been studied empirically. 
Our findings reveal that few students in our sample had discussed their perceptions and 
appreciations of democracy before with their parents, peers or in school. The fact that 
only five out of 27 students had developed a predominantly thicker concept of democracy 
suggests that these students’ have spent little time developing their concept and narratives 
of democracy and subsequent democratic engagement. It also indicates that such devel-
opments have not been stimulated in the formal citizenship education that these students 
received.    

further research can shed more light on the concepts of democracy that prevail among 
school teachers and in current citizenship curricula in the Netherlands and internation-
ally. In addition, we recommend studying the extent to which citizenship curricula in the 
Netherlands and internationally stimulate imagination and discussion about deficits in 
current democratic narratives and practices and procedures on the three aspects of de-
mocracy that we identified. furthermore, we recommend further study into adolescents’ 
democratic narratives and how they differ among student categories across countries and 
demographic contexts. Most students in our study were raised in a pluralist, urban envi-
ronment. Investigating the democratic narratives of Dutch students who are raised in a 
rural and homogeneous environment might lead to different results.

Which recommendations for democratic citizenship education follow from our study? 
first, our study indicates that taking democratic narratives as a starting point can be a 
promising angle to foster democratic literacy, participation and a sense of democratic en-
gagement among students in formal education. The development of students’ perceptions 
and appreciations during the interviews revealed what can be gained from reflecting with 
students about their understanding and imagination of possible threats and current defi-
cits. Leila for instance reported how the interviews had ‘woken her up’. She no longer 
wanted to be ignorant about what happens in the world and in our democracy. future 
longitudinal effect studies can inform us about the impact of (future) programmes that 
stimulate students’ democratic narratives and engagement on the long term. 

Second, we recommend discussing democratic deficits and possible merits of democ-
racy when perceived from different – thicker and thinner – concepts of democracy with 
adolescents in formal educational practices. furthermore, we recommend discussing the 
consequences of thinner and thicker concepts of democracy on people’s understanding of 
their civic responsibilities, on the quality of their democratic participation and interper-
sonal relations, and on the development of social justice and environmental issues. Per-
ceived from our thick concept of democracy, democratic literacy not only implies gaining 
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knowledge about (trans)national democratic institutions. It also implies (re)examining 
one’s images of lacunas of current democratic narratives practices and procedures on 
all three aspects of democracy as described in this chapter, and examining theoretical 
positions on what it takes to create democracies that contribute to humanization and sus-
tainability within and beyond nation states. Through introducing students to deficits and 
merits that reside with a thicker concept of democracy schools and teachers can provide 
students with the possibility to develop a thicker type of democratic engagement.
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8 Exploring the Issues that Dutch Adolescents 
Identify in a Pluralist Society

According to educational scholars who employ a thick concept of democracy, democratic 
societies need their citizens to appreciate living amidst a diversity of ideas, values, norms, 
customs and lifestyles (Parker 2003; Banks 2004). furthermore, as Parker (2003) and 
Westheimer and kahne (2004) argued, young citizens need to develop a sensitivity to and 
an elaborate understanding of diversity and social justice issues. Identifying and critically 
examining the diversity issues that a society faces, these scholars argue, enables young 
citizens to develop a sense of responsibility towards further developing a sustainable, 
compassionate and just environment for everyone. 

But what do we know about the diversity literacy of adolescents in the Netherlands 
and internationally? In the Netherlands, empirical studies have predominantly investi-
gated students’ civic and political knowledge, attitudes and participation (Admiraal et 
al. 2010; Maslowski et al. 2009; Leenders et al. 2008). Survey studies typically includ-
ed items on students’ appreciation of cultural diversity, for instance through measuring 
their attitude towards immigrants (Maslowski et al. 2009) or cultural pluralism (Binne-
ma, Adriaansen & Verhue 2009). The recent ICCS study (Schultz & IEA 2010: 15), which 
investigated the citizenship development of fourteen year olds in thirty-eight countries, 
also included a research question about the threats to civil society that these adolescents 
perceive. However, a report on this particular research question is not available yet. Qual-
itative studies into the issues that adolescents identify in relation to the democratic and 
pluralist character of the Dutch society have not been conducted before.

 This chapter reports a study into the issues that 27 sixteen to twenty year old adoles-
cents in an urban area in the Netherlands identify regarding living in a pluralist society. 
We studied the type of diversity issues that prevailed in their narratives, their interpreta-
tion of these issues and the personal distress that they experiences, and how their inter-
pretation varied among student categories. We particularly aimed to gain insight in the 
extent to which students attribute diversity issues to three types of culturally embedded 
differences (Parekh 2000): communal differences, perspectival diversity and sub-cultural 
diversity. A second aim was to explore how the issues that the students identify relate to 
dichotomies between citizens in the Netherlands that Dutch and flemish (Leeman & 
Reid 2006; Sierens 2007) scholars have identified 

The chapter is structured as follows: first, we describe the theoretical framework and the 
empirical context of our study. After an outline of our research design and the method of 
analysis in the method section, we present our findings. The chapter concludes with a discus-
sion of our findings and recommendations for further study and for the further development 
of democratic and intercultural citizenship curricula in the Netherlands and internationally.
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8.1 Theoretical framework 

A broad conception of diversity was adopted. In the introduction, we already referred 
to ethno-cultural, religious, social and political differences. These differences can all be 
considered culturally embedded differences. In his book Rethinking Multiculturalism: On 
cultural diversity and political theory, Parekh (2000:3-4) has distinguished between three 
different types of culturally embedded differences: ‘communal diversity’, which he defines 
as ‘self-conscious and more or less well-organized communities entertaining and living 
by their own different systems of beliefs and practices’; ‘perspectival diversity’, which re-
flect groups of people who share a certain critical or intellectual perspective, like femi-
nists; and ‘sub-cultural’ diversity, groups of people who share an unconventional lifestyle. 
In this study, we considered Parekh’s typology of culturally embedded differences valua-
ble for our explorative analysis of students’ interpretations of diversity issues.  

 With Parekh, we consider cultural categories and cultures themselves as con-
stantly evolving as a result of inter and intrapersonal development. As Verkuyten (2005) 
cogently argued based on empirical research, people identify themselves with different 
aspects of an ethno-cultural group, they position themselves in relation to a variety of 
aspects of in-groups and out-groups, and they are positioned by others in relation to 
a variety of aspects of in-groups and out-groups. Apart from ethno-cultural and reli-
gious differences and difference in social positions and lifestyle, which are all included in 
Parekh’s typology of cultural embedded diversities, our concept of diversity also includes 
other types of differences, for instance differences in psychical and mental health, wealth, 
age, appearance, talents and learning strategies. Rather than providing a definite list of 
differences, we aimed to explore the differences that students narrate about. While we ex-
pected concerns regarding ethno-cultural and religious differences to prevail in students’ 
narratives, we also expected students to identify issues and tensions that relate to sexual 
preference and appearance.

8.1.1 Diversity literacy
This study departs from a ‘thick’ concept of democracy, also referred to as ‘strong’ de-
mocracy (Barber 2004) and as ‘a transactional view of democracy-always-in-the-making’ 
(Thayer-Bacon 2008: 32). This implies that democracy ‘is not confined to the sphere of 
political decision-making but extends to participation in the construction, maintenance 
and transformation of all forms of social and political life’ (Biesta & Lawy 2006). While 
the concepts of thick democracy vary among these scholars, scholars who depart from 
this position are equally concerned about certain limitations of a liberal conception of 
democracy. Berlin (1958), Thayer-Bacon (2008) and De Winter (2011) for instance have 
critiqued the conceptualization of freedom in the liberal model as freedom from inter-
ference. And Carr (2007), Gutmann and Thompson (2004) and young (2002) have com-
mented on the fact that in liberal theory voting is perceived as the most important aspect 
of democratic participation.
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Among scholars who advocate a thicker concept of democracy, many have theorized 
about the relation between democracy and diversity and what it takes for citizens and 
societies at large to engage with both. Educational researchers have conducted theoretical 
and empirical studies on appreciating differences (Banks 2004; Gutmann 2004; Parker 
2003); social justice (Carr 2007; Morrell 2005; kahne  & Westheimer 2003) and enhanc-
ing democratic and inclusive school cultures (Thayer-Bacon 2008; Todd 2009; Gutmann 
2004; Banks 2004; Osler 2005). Philosophers who deplored thicker concepts of democra-
cy and citizenship have theorized about limitations of deliberative processes (Lister et al. 
2003; young 2000); the danger of dehumanizing discourses (Butler 2009); the advantages 
of politics of identity (Taylor 1989), life politics (Giddens 1991) and politics of difference 
(young 2000), and the need to acknowledge and articulate agonistic relationships instead 
of avoiding discussions about fundamental discrepancies since, as Mouffe (2005) argues, 
this way one cannot effectively address the tensions that rise from these differences. Al-
together, scholars who use thicker concepts of democracy have identified many power 
inequalities and excluding forces in political procedures and policies, and stressed the 
need for citizens to develop competences that enable them to critically examine and ad-
dress injustices. 

Translated to citizenship development, teaching diversity literacy in accordance with 
thicker concepts of democracy implies that students learn how to critically examine the 
historical, cultural and socio-economical background of diversity issues and the prac-
tices, procedures and policies developed to address these issues (Parker 2003; kahne & 
Westheimer 2003; Carr 2010). It implies that students become familiar with different 
theoretical discourses on diversity (Parker 2003) and underlying epistemological and on-
tological perspectives. And it implies that young people gain insight in the difficulties 
they might have to face and the efforts that it might take to create a sense of belonging 
and efficacy in a pluralist environment. In the discussion section, we describe how the 
diversity issues that the students identified and their interpretations of these issues relate 
to our thick concept of diversity literacy.

8.2 Pluralism in the Netherlands 

The Netherlands have long been famous for their tolerance and liberal policies, as re-
flected in policies concerning gay marriage, abortion and soft drugs, and its (former) 
openness to different religions and cultures. In the last ten years however, the civic and 
political discourse on cultural diversity, immigration and integration became polarized 
(Entzinger 2008). To provide some background information on the politically and so-
cio-culturally diverse environment in which urban youth in the Netherlands are raised, 
we shortly elaborate on ethno-cultural and socio-economic developments in the Neth-
erlands and tensions between various categories of citizens that have been identified by 
Dutch scholars. 
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In the Sixties and Seventies, immigrants came to work in Dutch factories, mainly from 
South-European countries, Morocco and Turkey. Many of them eventually brought their 
families over and stayed. In the Seventies, a large number of citizens from former colonies 
(Surinam, the Dutch Antilles, East-India and the Moluccas) also decided to immigrate. 
Nowadays, 20% of the Dutch population is born abroad, or has at least one parent who 
is born abroad. In the largest cities, almost half of the adolescents have a ethno-cultural 
minority background (CBS 2010). Also, the migrant population has become much more 
diverse. Whereas in the Sixties and Seventies, three quarters of the immigrants came 
from six different countries, they now come from twenty countries (Entzinger 2002: 10; 
zlotnik 1998).

Previous governments have advocated the rights of immigrants to maintain their cul-
tural identities (Engbersen 2009; Entzinger 2002). This approach, which is nowadays by 
its critics referred to as ‘soft multiculturalism’, has its roots in the denominational struc-
ture of the Dutch society in the 20th century. In this denominational structure, social 
networks and welfare were organized within christian or socialist movements (Steutel 
& Spiecker 2000). This changed after the Second World War. To overcome the singular 
commitments of Dutch citizens with their local, religious or socio-cultural communities, 
a focus on national identity and on possibilities for personal autonomy development was 
advocated by the national government. Also, the further development of the national 
welfare system diminished the role of religious and political institutions in society. 

Christian organizations however still have a relatively strong voice in education and 
in the media. Muslim organizations are becoming more familiar with the possibilities 
for funding that are offered to religious organizations in Dutch society. Hence, Islamic 
schools have been founded and mosques are being built. This development is often re-
ceived with mixed enthusiasm by those who prefer a more homogenous Christian envi-
ronment and society, and those who fear a return to moral doctrines that resemble the 
Catholic and Protestant ones before the Second World War.

Next to culture and religion, political diversity also became an issue in public debate. 
Not only because of the rise of a conservative liberal party named ‘freedom Party’ (PVV), 
which gained 15.5% of the votes during national elections in 2010, but also because the 
large number of political parties in the Netherlands complicates the process of form-
ing a majority government. In addition, the political landscape has changed. As Bovens 
(2010) analysed, the role  –and power – of traditional political parties and labour unions 
has declined with the rise of professional lobbyists, the decline of civic institutions, and 
the fragmentation of civic initiatives. Also, the interests of a globalized economy influ-
ence government policies on many national and international affairs. On top of these 
challenges, the Netherlands and other countries within and outside the EU currently 
face problems in the financial sector, the labour market, and the welfare system. These 
developments, which threaten the welfare of large groups of citizens, strengthen already 
existing tensions.
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8.2.1 Dichotomies in the Netherlands
Leeman and Reid (2006: 61-62) have identified three dichotomies that reside with the 
developments that have been outlined above. The first contains ‘the dichotomy between 
autochthonous  (Dutch descent) and allochtonous (foreign descent) which is especially 
popular among the dominant ethnic groups, in both media and politics’. The second con-
tains the religious dichotomy Christian/Islam. The thirdly contains a kind of ethnic hi-
erarchy that puts ‘the Dutch’ on top, the ‘black’ Surinamese and Antilleans in the middle, 
and the Moroccan and Turkish citizens at the bottom. The Belgian report of the council 
for diversity education (Sierens 2007) has added a fourth dichotomy among citizens. Ac-
cording to this report, people can be attributed to two groups: the ones who feel that 
they benefit from a cosmopolitan environment (status diversity) and those who are angry 
about the loss of tradition and political power, and whose position at the labour market 
is under threat (conflict-diversity). The last group attributes their misfortunate position 
to globalization and immigration, and favours a monist culture and national sovereignty. 
This fourth dichotomy is reflected in the results of an annual study of the Dutch Institute 
for Social Research (SCP 2011) into the perspectives of adult citizens on their society. 
Analysis of focus groups in 2008 and 2009 led Male and Bruins (2011: 60) to conclude 
that while citizens agree about the decay of social norms and values and rudeness in the 
streets, high SES citizens were still optimistic about their personal futures. Low SES citi-
zens on the other hand, felt powerless regarding their personal future and socio-econom-
ic developments. Low SES citizens in the urban areas also felt that the growing number of 
immigrants in their neighbourhoods has a negative impact on job opportunities, social 
cohesion and public safety. In our study, we explored how the issues that the students 
identify relate to dichotomies between citizens in the Netherlands that scholars in the 
Netherlands (Leeman & Reid 2006; Sierens 2007) have identified.

8.3 Research design

Our study into the diversity issues that students identify is part of a larger study in which 
27 students in Utrecht city have been interviewed about their ‘lived citizenship’ (Lister et 
al. 2003)  in relation to the democratic and pluralist character of the Dutch society. Other 
sub-studies investigated students’ narratives of democracy and their citizenship efficacy. 
This section describes the selection criteria, the research design, and the data analysis 
process. 

8.3.1 Sample selection 
four schools participated: Schools A and B offered pre-university tracks. School A is a 
new school that is attended by a relatively small number of students. Its curriculum has 
been inspired by constructivist learning principles. The school is located in Utrecht City 
and is mostly attended by white and high SES students from Utrecht. School B is attended 
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by approximately 1300 students, a common school size in Dutch secondary education. 
The school is located in the periphery of Utrecht City and is attended by students from 
Utrecht and the surrounding districts. Schools C and D offer four-year vocational tracks 
which include a significant theoretical component. Both schools are located in Utre-
cht City. The majority of their students live in Utrecht and the surrounding districts. In 
school C, students who participated attended the Welfare and Education trajectory. The 
students in school D attended the International Business trajectory.

In each school, we invited students from one class out of an average of three classes 
to participate. Among the students who applied, a selection was made of those who ap-
peared to be representative of the class/school population with regard to ethnicity, gen-
der, professional interests, and their expected attendance (based on teacher information). 
fourteen vocational students and 13 pre-university students were selected. This propor-
tion is representative for the Dutch student population, where both types of school attract 
about the same number of students. fifteen boys were selected and 12 girls. Students were 
16 to 20 years old. Several categories of students are not included in our sample. While we 
were able to include students with different subjects at pre-university schools, we could 
only include students from two different vocational programmes: Social Care and Educa-
tion, and International Business. Vocational track students studying Agriculture, Nature 
or Physics are not included in the sample.

8.3.2 Interview design
Students’ narratives on diversity were collected in a focus group with three to five stu-
dents and an individual interview in which students were invited to elaborate on their an-
swers and  the background of their perceptions. At the start of the focus group, students 
completed a questionnaire with five questions in order to capture their personal voice 
and to trigger students’ understanding and imagination. Next, students’ answers were 
explored and deepened in a group conversation. 

In the following we report on students’ narratives that relate to the third question in 
the focus on diversity: What does not go well in living in a society with many different 
people? (See also section 3.3.2). To prevent creating one-dimensional reports of students’ 
narratives, we also refer to the findings of our analysis of other questions in the diversity 
interview: 1) Do you appreciate living in a society with many different people? 2) What 
goes well according to you? All interviews took place in 2009 and 2010. 

The concept ‘narratives’ here refers to the conglomerate of ideas, feelings, and experi-
ences that emerged in a ‘narrative encounter’ (Goodson & Gill 2011) with the interviewer 
and the students who participated in the focus groups. This does not necessarily mean 
that the data are less reliable. As Goodson and Sikes (2001:16) argued, stories should be 
considered as ‘a partial, selected commentary on lived experience’. To enhance the quality 
of the data collection and analysis process, researchers need to reflect on the influence of 
different circumstances. In this context, it is important to note that students were inter-
viewed together with two to four of their classmates. In order to stimulate the narrating 
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process and create an environment in which students would feel free to talk, we tried to 
assign students with similar expressive power to a group. The individual interviews ena-
bled us to check our observations of emotions or tensions in relation to group dynamics, 
and possible discrepancies with or shifts of the perceptions and appreciations of a par-
ticular student in the second interview. 

In order to explore students’ concerns regarding multiple social categories, the inter-
view questions invited students to narrate about issues that they identified, rather than 
asking for students’ opinion on a specific set of diversity issues. When students’ conver-
sations concentrated on cultural differences and these themes had been explored, the 
interviewer also invited students to share their appreciations and concerns regarding 
other differences between people. When students asked for examples, the interviewer 
mentioned health, intelligence and wealth as alternative categories. Our interviews with 
pre-university students revealed that not all students were familiar with the concept of di-
versity. To prevent students from puzzling on its meaning rather than talking about their 
perceptions, we decided to replace the term ‘diversity’ for ‘differences between people’ in 
the interviews with vocational track students. The phrase ‘differences between people’ 
had also been used in the interviews with pre-university students to explain what the 
interview on diversity was about. 

8.3.3 Data analysis
In our analysis we combined strategies that have been developed in grounded theory 
(Boeije 2005; Strauss & Corbin 1998); Wester & Peters 1999) and narrative research 
(Riessman 2009; Goodson & Sikes 2001). first, we coded the issues that students dis-
tinguished. Second, categories of issues were developed from the initial code list. This 
process led to the distinction of fourteen types of issues. Third, we searched for com-
monalities among these types. This resulted in four overarching categories (see Table 
13). fourth, we investigated per student which types of issues they identified. Here, we 
also marked whether students talked about a general issue or an issue that they faced 
personally. We then selected two main categories and explored differences in students’ 
interpretations of these diversity issues and differences among student categories in this 
regard. Last, we explored discrepancies and commonalities in the diversity issues that 
students identified and dichotomies between citizens in the Netherlands that scholars 
have identified (Leeman & Reid 2006; Sierens 2007). 

8.4 What students’ narratives reveal

Analysis of students’ narratives about what does not go well in relation to living in a 
society ‘with many different people’ revealed three common issues: harassment by youth 
in the streets and in school; disrespect among people, and stigmatizing discourses in the 
media and in politics. All three issues were mentioned by more than two-thirds of the 
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students. While these issues are not necessarily related to diversity, students did identify 
them as (predominantly cultural) diversity issues. In the following we present our find-
ings regarding the first two issues. 

In particular, we describe how the students’ interpretation of these issues relates to 
Parekh’s (2000) types of culturally embedded differences, and discrepancies in this regard 
between and within the student categories that were included in our study: gender, eth-
nicity and educational track. We then describe two other issues that students mentioned, 
because they indicate to alternative dichotomies between (young) citizens in the Neth-
erlands: the dichotomy between students who face difficulties that prevent them from 
studying in the required pace and students who are in the proper circumstances to stay 
on track; and the dichotomy between students who feel capable of building their identity 
and taking positions in society in a highly diversified environment, and students who 
feel confused and overwhelmed. Our findings are illustrated with excerpts from students’ 
narratives. 

8.4.1 Harassment by youth
Harassment by youth groups in the streets, in school and in public transport came up in 
six out of seven cohorts during the interview cycle. This issue has recently been acknowl-
edged when government officials, after a police report in 2011 revealed that the province 
of Utrecht has the highest number of youth gangs in the Netherlands. Analysis revealed 
that the type of harassment reported and the distress experienced differed among and 
within student categories. We also found that in their interpretations of harassment by 
youth gangs, students referred to all three types of cultural embeddedness (Parekh 2000): 

Table 13: The type of issues that students identified 
Stigmatizing discourses in 
the media and in politics

a) Discrimination based on gender, ethnicity, religion and 
sexual preferences

b) Particularly by Wilders
Excluding practices/ 
procedures

a) In education
b) In or concerning religious communities/ institutions
c) In work
d) In society
e) In politics
f) In law

Disrespect among people a) Traditional categories of racism: ethno-cultural 
differences, gender, religion and sexual preferences 

b) In general
c) Harassment by youth on the streets and in school

Experiences of loss of 
control, power, recourses 
and safety

a) Due to integration problems
b) Due to immigration problems
c) Due to an overload of diversity

Note: The issues written in bold are described in the results section
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communal differences, perspectival differences, and sub-cultural differences.
Most students recalled unpleasant encounters and experiences, both in Utrecht City 

and in the surrounding suburbs. The harassment differed between girls and boys. Girls 
were called ‘whores’, whistled at and even physically harassed on the streets and in clubs. 
Boys were provoked, kicked from their bicycles and lured into fights. To protect them-
selves, students tried to ignore the name-calling, and to avoid when possible the spots 
where these youth groups ‘rule’. As Tess (P/D) said: ‘When I went to visit one of my 
friends, this youth group almost pulled me from my bike near the place where I used to 
live. And the other day, during daytime, when I had to go to a supermarket in the same 
neighbourhood, they started yelling ‘prostitute’ behind my back. I tried to ignore them, 
but I felt really threatened and I don’t dare to go to that supermarket anymore’. 

Apart from these experiences, several Dutch female students expressed their concern 
about the impact of these experiences on their perception of boys with an immigrant 
background. Tess (V/D) for instance tried to resist the image in the media of Moroccan 
boys being criminals. However, after being repeated harassed by a boy from Moroccan 
descent, it became difficult for her to keep an open mind. Students also expressed sev-
eral ideas about what causes these particular boys to behave this way. They for instance 
referred to the (supposed) lack of respect for woman in some Arab cultures, the lacunas 
in their parents parenting skills and priorities, and that ‘Moroccan boys, not in my family 
but in general, receive special treatment. ‘This makes them feel… Being the man in the 
family means that they get all they want’ (Leila: V/I). Students´ concerns regarding this 
issue varied among student categories. Boys with a Dutch background from pre-univer-
sity track considered it inconvenient, but were not alarmed. They considered hanging 
around and causing some trouble as a natural aspect of growing up. Boys from Dutch 
descent in vocational track reported more negative experiences. This might relate to the 
fact that they live and attend schools in areas where different types of groups hang out. 

Three out of five boys from foreign descent highlighted alternative aspects of this 
issue. They mocked the soft policies and the lack of proper police response and criticized 
the presentation of youth gangs as ethnically homogenous in the media. In their experi-
ence, youth groups in the streets are often ethnically diverse. They also critiqued preju-
dices among the police regarding youth with an immigrant background. Steve reported 
having been arrested when walking out of a bar drunk and bleeding, falsely being sus-
pected of having initiated a fight. He experienced this as a racial issue. Steve also pointed 
to the drug-related criminality in his environment. He felt that this was the main cause 
of youth crime in his environment, and he had the impression that government and po-
lice did not address this problem. The other two boys with a foreign background did not 
refer to harassment by other youth as a problem. This might relate to the mixed feelings 
that they have about how the issue is framed in civic discourse. Boys with a foreign back-
ground might also be less targeted by these particular groups, or more often experience 
the consequences of local policies that forbid youth in general to hang around in groups 
in certain areas. Abdel (V/I) was the only boy with an immigrant background who did 
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consider harassment by other youth a problem. He had been a youth criminal himself in 
his teens, but now tries to be a responsible citizen. 

What also stood out was that several of the vocational students in school C reported 
having had negative experiences that related to tensions between groups in their current 
school and in previous schools. Simon (V/I) for instance recalled a situation in which he 
was the only Dutch boy in class: ‘It was awkward. I felt as outcast, because students talked 
in their mother tongues all the time, and the teacher and I where the only ones who spoke 
Dutch. The others called me ‘kaaskop’ (‘cheese head’ is a funny name for ‘typically Dutch’) 
. While Simon is not comfortable with the situation, he is also used to being educated in 
an irregular learning environment. He for instance recalled that in his former vocational 
school, the atmosphere had been aggressive. There were a lot of thefts and incidentally, 
school desks were thrown around in class. In both schools, students had witnessed other 
students throwing computers around.

Janice (V/D) also recalled attending a class in which she had been the only white 
student. She also experienced that the allochtoneous students continued talking in their 
mother tongues. She felt excluded, her contribution to a class discussion was ridiculed, 
and the atmosphere was experienced as hostile. Her current class is more mixed and 
feels safe. However, there still is a lack of communication between a group of tradition-
ally raised Moroccan girls and the rest of the class. Their teacher tried to overcome this 
division by applying cooperative learning techniques but this had not diminished the 
distance between the students. Students’ narratives displayed different aspects of this sit-
uation. Janice told that she could not apply here usual way of making contact, or engage 
in small talk, because the girls were so quiet that she could not find an excuse to start a 
conversation. And Daniel (V/D) felt that these girls had nothing in common with him, 
and that there was nothing they could talk about. Leila (V/I) on the other hand noted that 
the girls experienced more difficulties in succeeding and connecting with others, because 
of their traditional backgrounds, their silent disposition, and because their parents are 
unfamiliar with the Dutch school system. 

Other types of tensions between youth in particular were only incidentally men-
tioned as an issue. Two students, Tess and Brat (V/D), were concerned about tensions 
between ethnic groups of youth. Only one student felt discriminated because of his polit-
ical view (Dave, P/D), and only two students, both in school B, perceived the disrespect 
among youth cultures in their school as troublesome (Dave, Shannon (P/I). Prejudices 
of pre-university students regarding vocational students were mentioned twice, but were 
not considered pressing issues. 

8.4.2 Disrespect among people
The second category in the schedule contains students’ concerns regarding the inability 
of certain groups or people to show respect to others. Here, students again referred to 
all three types of culturally embedded differences as distinguished by Parekh (2000). In 
relation to this issue, students also mentioned other types of differences, for instance 
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differences in people’s willingness to reflect on their prejudices, their ability to engage in 
dialogue, and their ‘level of civilization’.

 That many people still discriminate on skin colour, ethno-cultural background, reli-
gion, gender, and sexual preferences was a common concern among the students when 
discussing what does not go well. Janice (P/D) for instance said:

It takes a while for people to get accustomed to the presence of new cultures in the 
Netherlands. But it has been taking awfully long by now. I do not feel comfortable 
that we do not succeed in that. I wish we could, that we could treat each other well. 
It is getting better, and I’m not bothered so much myself, but when I look around… 
I wish we would be better it: That we would engage in conversations sooner, that we 
would take initiative, and they as well. Since it’s a two-way process.

Students mentioned various reasons for people to not appreciate others. for instance 
when people are afraid of everything they are not familiar with, because they have little 
knowledge of other cultures, because of group pressure, or because people are raised 
with a specific, closed set of values. A returning issue was people’s inability to engage in a 
‘dialogue’, for instance because people are not interested in arguments, or because ‘people 
just cannot discuss’ (Simon, V/I). 

 While all students agreed that prejudices and discriminatory practices are still 
present in Dutch society, most students had good faith in the liberal and open disposition 
of the Dutch society. Michael (P/D) for instance stated:

We are not as stupid as the rest of the world and we are a hippy country. We have al-
ways been a trade nation. That has shaped us. That’s why we have such good policies. 
Gays could marry quite soon and things like that. We’re open-minded. We’re just fast 
and rational people.

Several students however, both pre-university and vocational, felt that tensions between 
groups in our society are growing and that discriminatory practices and tensions between 
groups need (more) attendance by civic and political organizations. As Brat (V/D) said: 

It’s just that the wedge between people is deepening. It’s the Dutch against the …not 
Dutch practically. And half of the people consider themselves Dutch and the other 
half does not. …and another says ‘I am Dutch, but on the other hand...’. People more 
and more define themselves as being Dutch, or being a foreigner. They are less in-
clined to position themselves as somewhere in between.

They were also concerned about how people in the Netherlands relate to each other in 
general: Aisha (P/I) and Janice (V/D) consider people to be too self-centred. Janice for 
instance worried that people’s level of civility is too low. She felt that we have created a 
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society in which people only learn to care about themselves. And she feared that in the 
event of a food shortage, supermarkets would be plundered in no time. 

Brat also thinks that people have ‘too little to go with’ when things get uncomfortable. 
When there would be more events or occasions in which people mingle and get to meet 
each other, it would be easier to approach someone when something happens: ‘you need 
the small talk and the greetings to feel free to speak up, and address each other’s behav-
iour’. Brat was particularly critical about the communication skills and engagement of the 
supporters of the freedom Party (PVV):

When the PVV voters – especially those who vote anti-Islam – when they would sim-
ply address the behaviour that they reject on the streets in a civilized way, this would 
solve more than relying on Wilders (the front man of the PVV) to solve the problem 
for them. I think that is wrong, for we are the society together. We all face these kind 
of problems, and we are all responsible for addressing them.

On a personal level, students’ awareness that one cannot avoid having prejudices was 
widespread. They also referred to situations in which they were confronted with their 
own prejudices. Melanie (V/D) for instance recalled meeting a girl, who in her appear-
ance resembled a former friend who had let her down:

Right away I was like: I do not want to have anything to do with you. But she ap-
proached me and we started talking and we got along surprisingly well. We are still 
friends. But I vividly remember judging her based on her appearance (smiling)…and 
deciding that I needed to be more cautious [about the impact on my prejudgments].

Interestingly, and opposed to the fear among conservative liberalists of an Islamic in-
vasion, students negative personal experiences with religions all related to practices of 
certain Christian groups or people. Pre-university and vocational students, particular-
ly those living in districts near Utrecht City with a large christian population, reported 
about Jehovah Witnesses who repeatedly went door-to-door trying to convert people. 
Steve (V/I) for instance said:

I think that forcing one’s religion upon others should be forbidden: When people in 
the streets approach you saying ‘Jesus loves you’. You are just standing somewhere 
and they start discussing your faith in an aggressive way: ‘You are lost’, they state, and 
‘you will burn forever in hell’. The bible says that one should not force a religion upon 
people to avoid them being tortured until eternity.

They were not pleased with this intrusive practice, and the disrespect that these people 
display of people who do not believe in their god. Lisa (V/D) recalled how the ortho-
dox christian parents of her boyfriend did not accept her, because she had a different 
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worldview and because she did not want to participate in their rituals and adopt their 
worldview. 

 Two of the students had attended Dutch Reformed schools, which caused them 
to critique some of the practices and policies in these schools. Janice (V/D) remembered 
being considered ‘not reformatory enough’ by her fellow students in elementary school. 
She was also critical about the fact that children nowadays can still grow up and finish 
school in an environment where there is no room for ‘otherness’ and where people do not 
learn to engage with people outside their own community. 

I know people who have attended orthodox Christian high schools and now attend 
orthodox christian vocational schools. I think these people will have a hard time when 
they enter society at large, because they haven’t learned to cope with – or even relate 
to – differences. Some, for instance, are taught that listening to the radio disturbs their 
relationship with god. When these people enter a construction site, they cannot ask their 
colleagues to turn of the radio. That is not going to work. They will be mocked.  

Brat (V/D) shared his concern about the fact that school boards of christian schools do 
not mirror the interests of society, and that they are not able to advocate a larger perspec-
tive, when only Christian representatives take place in these boards. He also critiqued 
the differentiation between religious and secular cloth (wearing caps) in dress codes of 
certain Christian schools. 

 Another object of concern students mentioned were the type of messages and 
traditions that create a wedge between people, and which are spread by some religious 
and political leaders in the Netherlands and internationally. In this context, Judaism and 
Christianity and Islam were mentioned. Brat for instance judged the fact that ‘some chris-
tian services are held in a language that others do not understand. This way they isolate 
themselves and cause suspicion and tensions’. None of the students feared an invasion of 
Islam. However, Janice did start to wonder if she should be afraid, because the freedom 
Party (PPV) seemed so anxious about a possible invasion by followers of the Islam. 

8.4.3 Excluding practices in education
In the above we already referred to critiques by Janice and Brat regarding the excluding 
practices and procedures within the Dutch school system. In the following, we report two 
other diversity issues in education that students mentioned. These issues have been se-
lected because they reflect alternative dichotomies between categories of young citizens.
five students reported about difficulties that had affected their educational career. Only 
one of them felt that she had received adequate support from her school in this context. 
Although the interviews only tell us one side of the story, we still find their concerns 
worth noting. We here refer to the stories of Melanie, Matt and Daisy. Melanie (V/D) 
attended pre-vocational education when she got ill and could not go to school for a year. 
School had not contacted her about her absence and when her parents went to the co-
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ordinator, he did not know who she was. Her mentor then asked her classmates to pass 
Melanie their assignments and notes. Nothing happened, and the school did not contact 
her again. When her parents arranged a meeting with the unit leader, he did not even 
know who she was. Melanie then learned that her school has been repeatedly critiqued 
for not addressing a high dropout rate by the inspection. While Melanie managed to pass 
her exams without delay, things went different for Matt (V/D). When he dropped out of 
school, nobody contacted him. Matt could not receive help from his parents either, due to 
personal circumstances. When more than a year had passed, he decided to look for help. 
With this help, he was able to start over at a different school. Daisy (P/D) was the only stu-
dent who reported that she received adequate support from her school and her parents. 
from the start, she had picked a school that offered alternative learning strategies. She 
also told how her older brother had experienced more difficulties before finding a school 
and teachers who were sensitive to his educational needs. 

8.4.4 facing an overload of diversity
The second concern presented here is that several students reported having difficulties 
with the multiplicity of diversity in political and civic life. Pre-university students all fa-
voured diversity in political and social life. They felt that the existing diversity enabled 
them to develop their own lifestyles, that it made life more colourful, and more inter-
esting. Living amidst people with views of lifestyles that they do not agree with is per-
ceived as part of the package, although one student (Michael, P/D) expressed that he did 
not perceive a need to add more cultural diversity to the already existing diversity. The 
numerous subcultures already fulfilled his appetite for variety. Several autochthonous 
vocational students however were troubled about living amidst a large number of differ-
ent lifestyles, political stands, and beliefs, as this conversation between Janice (V/D) and 
Dave (V/D) nicely illustrates:

Janice: There are so many opinions that … in the end nothing happens. There are so 
many political parties, and the result is still different from what you want it to be. In 
the end, a small group of people decide. The government shapes itself (laughs). There 
are so many rules and opinions. It makes everything so complicated! [.] If we all had 
the same opinion, things would go quite smoothly, but now, with all different opinions 
…  I just do not see it work.
I: Are you referring to the multitude of party ideologies or to the multitude of people’s 
opinions in general?
Dave: People in general.
Janice: Yes, I agree, because..
Dave: There are 17 million of us. It’s quite obscure when you think of it, because 
everybody practically goes his own way.
Janice: This was already with Christianity. You can choose so many directions. It’s like 
being in a candy store. I’m not happy about it.
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This type of difficulties was not mentioned by students with an immigrant background. 
They did mention experiences of disrespect, or difficulties when entering new social 
groups, where people socialize and communicate differently, and develop different kinds 
of relations. But it was not the multitude of diversity that they talked about in terms of 
concerns. This might relate to the fact that immigrants, because of their status, naturally 
accept having to cope with different views, lifestyles and communication standards. Also, 
immigrants are more likely to experience the benefits of the growing multiplicity of per-
spectives in politics: it makes it more likely that their voice is represented as well. Students 
with an immigrant background might also be pushed towards personal success more 
often, either through obtaining a good job or starting a family. This might cause them to 
have less frustrating experiences taking position in civil or political issues.

8.5 Conclusion and discussion

This chapter reported a study into the issues that twenty-seven adolescents in an urban 
area in the Netherlands identify in relation to the pluralist character of their society. In 
particular, we studied the type of diversity issues that prevailed in their narratives, their 
interpretation of these issues and the personal distress that they experiences, and how 
their interpretation varied among student categories. In this chapter, we have presented 
our findings regarding two out of three issues that prevailed in the students’ narratives. 
Here, we summarize the findings and discuss how they contribute to existing knowledge 
and how they can be translated into recommendations for further research and for dem-
ocratic and intercultural citizenship education

Two out of three issues that were commonly identified were analysed more closely. 
Harassment by youth on the streets and in school was discussed in six out of seven 
interview groups, and appeared to be much more urgent compared to other tensions 
between youth cultures or groups. Pre-university students with no personal experi-
ence and students who talked about structural aspects of this issue were less concerned 
about the harassment itself. Instead, three out of five male students from foreign de-
scent expressed concerns about the differential treatment that they received from the 
police and the lack of firm police response to youth criminality in general. The second 
issue, disrespect among people, was discussed in every group. While all students agreed 
that prejudices and discriminatory practices are still present in the Dutch society, and 
to a certain extent unavoidable, most students had good faith in the liberal and open 
disposition of the Dutch society. Our findings suggest that we can distinguish between 
two types of students: Those who have the feeling that discrimination, in combination 
with an underlying self-centeredness, and an inability of people to exchange views in a 
respectful manner provides a serious threat to the social cohesion in the Dutch society. 
And those who feel that discrimination is not something that individuals or politicians 
need to address, because they perceive discrimination as a marginal problem in the 
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Netherlands and they judge the social skills and attitudes of Dutch citizens as good 
enough.

Analysing students interpretations of both issues revealed that students within and 
between social categories referred to different types of culturally embedded differences. 
Boys with an immigrant background tended to describe the harassment issue as a mat-
ter of sub-cultural diversity: as a matter of boys seeking excitement. Girls on the other 
hand critiqued the disrespect towards girls among these groups, which they interpreted 
as communal differences. We also found that the number of concerns identified varied 
widely among students. Three groups can be distinguished: those who mind their own 
business and have few concerns; those who have some concerns, mainly from their own 
experiences; and those who have multiple concerns, investigate diversity issues and are 
concerned about the social cohesion in general. further quantitative studies can shed 
light on the relative size of each group, and how group sizes vary among student catego-
ries and in different contexts.

8.5.1 Diversity literacy
Which conclusions can be draws about the diversity literacy of the adolescents in our 
sample? Based on our findings we can conclude that most of the students are aware of 
one or more issues that relate to a limited willingness or capacity of citizens to treat 
each other with respect and limitations of current policies. Shared narratives about the 
diversity issues in the Dutch society on the other hand were rare. Except for a shared 
awareness of issues regarding the unwillingness or incapability of certain groups of 
citizens to show respect to others and a shared concern about misrepresentation of 
certain groups in the media and by Geert Wilders (the leader of the neo-conserva-
tive party PVV) students only identified harassment by youth gangs as a common is-
sue. This might be interpreted as proof of a healthy intercultural environment in the 
Netherlands, which resides with the (traditional) image of the Netherlands as a liberal 
and tolerant country. However, our findings also suggest that these adolescents’ under-
standings of diversity issues largely depend on their own observations and the infor-
mation they obtain from the news and from watching documentaries. Students rarely 
referred to insights on these issues that they had gained in class. Overall, our findings 
suggest that most students had a rather fragmented understanding of diversity issues, 
their historical emergence, and the ways in which they are addressed by stakeholders. 
further study is needed to gain insight in the representatives of our findings for adoles-
cents in different contexts. for future studies, we therefore recommend further inquiry 
into a) the diversity literacy of these adolescents; b) possible gaps between the diversity 
issues that students experience and the diversity issues that are identified in research 
on democratic and intercultural citizenship education and on tensions among catego-
ries of citizens in the Netherlands; and c) the complexity of developing a thick type of 
diversity literacy under different conditions. 
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8.5.2 Alternative dichotomies 
In the last decade, scholars identified four dichotomies between categories of citizens in 
the Netherlands (Leeman & Reid 2006; Sierens 2007). Our analysis led to the distinction 
of two more dichotomies. The first dichotomy occurs between students whose educa-
tional career is frustrated because of their family circumstances or health condition and 
students who can keep up with the trajectories that are offered. Current studies show that 
this problem particularly applies to students who attend (pre)vocational track (MOCW 
2011). Our findings suggest that this image might need adjustment: while most of the 
students talking about such experiences indeed attended vocational track at the moment 
of the interview, part of these students originally attended pre-university track. In the 
search for strategies to reduce dropout rates, it might also be interesting to further inves-
tigate alternatives to the current school system in which (pre university) students – with 
parents who are eager enough to attend to their children’s special needs and look for the 
acquired recourses – can choose schools that fit their specific learning styles, while such a 
possibility is not available for students who are confronted with personal issues that affect 
their ability to study. 

The second dichotomy occurs between students who feel comfortable building their 
identity in a highly diversified environment and those who (strongly) prefer a more ho-
mogeneous environment to flourish. Wardekker (1996) has distinguished four strategies 
for coping with diversity: exclusion, universalism, inclusiveness and pluralism. In our 
study, the strategy of inclusiveness seemed paramount among students. It implies that 
you develop your own identity while navigating between different political, cultural and 
social positions. Wardekker noted that this strategy asks from people that they have a 
‘strong, consistent personality’ (ibid.: 45) and pointed to several problems in this regard. 
firstly, it is unlikely that people will develop a consistent sense of identity while living in 
different social groups. Secondly, a fragmented society is served more with individuals 
who appreciate the idea of having a fluid identity, because it enables them to be open for 
new ideas and live with intrapersonal and interpersonal conflicts. Of particular impor-
tance in the context of the identity development of adolescents, he stated, is that it is a 
highly demanding strategy. It asks from young people that they can develop their own 
identity and position themselves at the same time. further study can shed light on the 
type of identity development, and with that, the strategies to cope with diversity, that 
teachers and schools (un)intended prioritize. 

8.5.3 recommendations for democratic and intercultural citizenship education
Our findings regarding the diversity literacy of students and the dichotomies among cit-
izens in the Netherlands can be translated into several recommendations. first, we rec-
ommend examining historical, cultural, socio-economic, political and legal perspectives 
on diversity issues with students, and help them gain insight in the practices and poli-
cies that are developed to address these issues. Second, we recommend that teachers in 
the Netherlands and internationally also address the diversity issues in their classrooms 
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which students identify and care about. Exchanging views on the issues that students 
themselves identify can inform students about the extent to which their concerns are 
shared by others. Critical examination of their views on diversity issues can also install 
a deeper understanding of how certain issues are framed in public discourse, how issues 
are experienced differently among students, and how issues in itself always reflect a num-
ber of issues that resides with the different interests of the people involved. Researchers in 
the US (Cammarota & fine 2008) have already developed educational programmes that 
help minority groups develop an informed position on the diversity issues that they face. 
We recommend adjusting these programmes for general use, and translating them to the 
Dutch context in order to improve the diversity literacy of Dutch students in general. 
This might help students to obtain a more realistic image of their competences to build 
respectful relations. furthermore, it might help them to envision how they can, and need, 
to contribute to the pluralist democratic character of societies through participating on 
different levels. 

While this study has focused on the diversity issues that students’ identity and experi-
ence in their everyday lives, we want to note that it is equally important to help students 
further develop their views on the merits of living in a pluralist society, not only for their 
personal lives, but also from a civic, and more specifically, a democratic perspective. Also, 
we want to stress that differences among people should not be treated as the only source 
of challenges and uncertainties. Helping students to critically examine the uncertainties 
that stem from a changing labour market, globalization, and the individualization of so-
ciety and personal lives is equally important, in order to avoid a singular focus on coping 
with differences between people. further development of teacher training curricula can 
provide teachers with the necessary pedagogical and didactic competences to help stu-
dents relate to the complexity of living in democratic and pluralist societies.
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9 Dutch Adolescents’ Narratives of their 
Citizenship Efficacy: ‘Hypothetically, I Could 
Have an Impact’*

9.1 Research on adolescents’ citizenship participation and efficacy

In the last 10 years, citizenship participation has again become an important issue for re-
searchers in Western democracies. This renewed interest stems from concerns among re-
searchers and politicians about issues of integration, immigration, diversity, and globali-
sation, as well as concerns about a growing gap between citizens and their representatives 
and the rise of an a-political attitude among citizens. As a result, research instruments 
have been developed to measure young people’s citizenship participation and efficacy 
across countries, and a growing set of data on the civic knowledge, values, attitudes, par-
ticipation and civic and political efficacy of (young) citizens in the European Union has 
become available (European Commission 2007; Hoskins et al. 2006; ICCS 2009). In addi-
tion, scholars have investigated how adolescents’ civic and political skills, and contextual
influences in schools and in society at large influence their civic and political participa-
tion.

Verba, Burns, and Schlozman (2003) studied the impact of adolescents’ socio-eco-
nomic status (SES), and studies by kahne et al. (2008) and the IEA (Schulz et al. 2010) 
revealed the impact of adolescents’ civic learning opportunities on their future civic, and 
political participation. All three studies concluded that many conditions are not equal-
ly distributed among adolescents and that schools, often unintentionally, still reproduce 
civic inequalities. In the Netherlands, the Council for Social Development (Ridder & 
Dekker 2011) published a report with similar conclusions. Analysis of a survey among 
1055 adults showed that 75% of the lowest educated citizens consider national politics 
“too complicated to understand”; that 79% of the respondents felt that higher educated 
people are over-represented in politics; and that lower educated people are more wor-
ried about the financial perspectives of their children than higher educated people. The 
council therefore concluded that the Dutch society needs to enhance the possibilities for 
lower educated citizens to participate politically, to be appreciated, and to have access to 
networks and jobs.

* De Groot , Goodson, I. & Veugelers, W. (2013). Dutch Adolescents’ Narratives of their Citizenship 
Efficacy: “Hypothetically, I could have an Impact”, Educational Review, DOI:10.1080/00131911.201
3.768957 
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To address these lacunas in adolescents’ citizenship efficacy, educational scholars have 
contributed to the evaluation and further development of citizenship programmes and 
democratic school cultures in which students’ voices are heard, and their civic and po-
litical capacities are stimulated (fehrman & Schulz 2012; flutter 2006; kahne & West-
heimer 2006; Levy 2011; Maitles 2010; Morrell 2005; Osler & Starkey 2005; Leenders et 
al. 2008; De Winter 2011). A very important omission we believe is that none of these 
studies investigated how adolescents themselves make sense of and give meaning to their 
citizenship efficacy. 

In fact, adolescents’ concerns regarding their citizenship efficacy and the value that 
students attach to increasing their civic and political efficacy have hardly been investigat-
ed. As Beaumont (2010) notes, political theorists have distinguished many different fac-
ets of political efficacy and psychologists have identified many developmental influences 
on a sense of self-efficacy. Unfortunately, she states, due to a lack of interdisciplinary 
collaboration, these have not been translated yet into empirical studies on political effi-
cacy. With Beaumont (2010), we argue that these elements need to be included in future 
studies on citizenship efficacy in the Netherlands and internationally. Insights in adoles-
cents’ perceptions of their efficacy and the value that adolescents attach to their efficacy 
in the social and political domain can help scholars and teachers develop programmes of 
citizenship education that resonate with students’ perceptions and appreciations. 

To investigate adolescents’ perceptions and appreciations of their citizenship efficacy, 
a qualitative research study was conducted into the narratives of 27 Dutch students. We 
investigated which citizenship domain prevails in their narratives on their citizenship 
efficacy; which internal and external circumstances they consider influential; and if they 
care about their efficacy. In the theoretical section, we first describe how our concepts of 
civil, civic and political efficacy build on previously developed concepts. 

9.2 Conceptualising efficacy in accordance with a thick concept of democracy 

The concept of efficacy primarily originates in social psychology. It refers to the belief of 
individuals that they can exercise control over events that affect their lives (Bandura 1997). 
Social and political scholars then adopted the concept in the 1950s to investigate (young) 
people’s internal and external civic and political efficacy. Where internal efficacy refers to 
the feeling of a citizen that one can have an impact on civic and political issues, external 
efficacy relates to one’s feeling that the government is receptive to one’s initiatives (Beau-
mont 2010; Westheimer & kahne 2004). Apart from this widely used distinction, concepts 
and foci of civic and political efficacy studies in Europe and the United States vary widely. 
To position our study, we here discuss four limitations of the concepts and foci in previous 
studies, and outline our theoretical framework. Because our concept of citizenship efficacy 
and our discussion of the previously developed concepts have been inspired by a “thicker” 
concept of democracy, we start with a short description of this thicker concept. 
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A thicker concept of democracy implies that democracy is understood as a political 
system and as a “democratic way of life” (Biesta & Lawy 2006; Dewey 1916). Building on 
the work of four researchers who critically examine democratic citizenship education in 
the United States and Canada (Paul Carr, Walter Parker; Barbara Thayer-Bacon and Joel 
Westheimer), we came to distinguishing three key features of a thicker concept of democ-
racy: that democracy is always in development and that all citizens need to commit to ad-
dressing it’s deficits; that democracy is an ethos which needs to be build and nurtured by 
citizens; and that democracy requires that people learn to cope with living in a ‘multipo-
lar’ world (Mouffe 2005) and seek to build relations across affiliations and value systems. 

Adopting this thicker concept of democracy influences the type of activities that peo-
ple pursue. A thicker concept advocates engagement in deliberation on civic and political 
issues, and the intention to participate in all domains (the civil, civic and the political). 
In addition, it affects the nature of the activities that people engage in. Participation in 
accordance with a thicker concept of democracy implies that one’s actions intend to con-
tribute to respectful relations and social justice beyond a singular community or nation. 
from this angle, we can distinguish several limitations of citizenship efficacy studies so 
far. 

In empirical studies, concepts of political efficacy often resemble Bandura’s (1997) 
concept of efficacy: as a belief that one can exercise control over the course of an event. A 
limitation of this concept is that it is rather technical. It investigates whether one feels able 
to make a difference without attending to moral components of one’s aspirations and the 
strategies that one develops. The recent International Civic and Citizenship Education 
Study (IEA 2007) for instance measures the belief of people that they can have any kind 
of impact through engaging in certain political activities. Westheimer and kahne (2004) 
however, have stressed that for a democracy to thrive, a society needs to address social 
justice issues in a structural way. Translated to efficacy, this means that civic efficacy is 
not only a matter of technical skill, but also of moral competences and sensitivity. In their 
study of citizenship programmes in the United States, Westheimer and kahne (2004) 
investigated the impact of these programmes on the student’s sense of efficacy towards 
addressing civic issues from a social justice perspective. Building on their work, we also 
investigate if students refer to the moral dimension of their citizenship efficacy, for ex-
ample to their ability to contribute to social justice and respectful relations, and deplore 
morally “just” strategies. 

The second limitation concerns the domains in which adolescents’ citizenship efficacy 
have been investigated. Where political studies traditionally focus on political efficacy, 
social studies often take a broader perspective. The recent ICCS study investigated citi-
zenship efficacy of students in the civic and the political domain (IEA 2007). In our study, 
we added a third category to cover contributions to the civil domain. In the ICCS assess-
ment framework, civil “refers to the sphere of society in which the shared connections 
between people are at a level larger than that of the extended family but do not include 
connections to the state” (IEA 2007: 12). Including the civil domain enables us to inves-
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tigate adolescents’ narratives about their efficacy in their own environment, which in our 
view can also have a transformative impact that exceeds the interests of a single person or 
organisation. furthermore, it allows us to compare students’ narratives on their citizen-
ship efficacy in the civil, civic and political domain. 

In addition, we adjusted their definition of ‘civic’. In the ICCS framework, ‘civic’ has 
been defined as ‘any community in which the shared connections between people are at 
a level larger than that of the extended family (including the state). Civic also refers to 
the principles, mechanisms, and processes of decision-making, participation, govern-
ance, and legislative control that exist in these communities’ (IEA 2007: 12). According 
to this definition, the ICCS concept of civic participation includes any kind of partic-
ipation that is conducted in the civil society and under the umbrella of a civic institu-
tion. Building on a thick concept of democracy, we added the criterion that someone’s 
participation in a civic institution or organisation should aim to serve the interest of a 
wider community. This implies that building ‘good’ citizenship skills within the scope 
of a single, existing community without the perspective of social change will be cate-
gorised as ‘civil’, and that a young person’ contribution to organising events at a youth 
centre that aims to contribute to social cohesion and social change will be categorised 
as ‘civic’. The political domain has been conceptualised in a conventional way in the 
ICCS. This is reflected in their concept of political efficacy: ‘This construct […] reflects 
students’ beliefs about the responsiveness of the political system and the ability of cit-
izens to influence it’ (IEA 2007: 21). Here, political participation seems to be equated 
with having an impact through participation in the political system. A thicker concept 
of the political however draws attention to the negotiation of power inequalities and 
hegemonies in every layer of society. This thicker concept of the political has been 
theorised by Mouffe (2005). She argues that politics is not confined to the realm of the 
polity: the local and national government. In her view, politics is about acknowledging 
adversaries in every layer of society. In order to build sustainable democracies, she ar-
gues that citizens and politicians need to negotiate different interests and hegemonies, 
and avoid antagonising or effacing conflict. Inspired by a broader concept of the polit-
ical, educational scholars have discussed how “the politics of and within schools” (Mac 
an Ghaill 2010: 283) should be discussed within classrooms; how debates on cultural 
differences schools can profit from adopting an ‘agonist cosmopolitical’ perspective 
Todd (2010); how teachers need to work on their “micro-political literacy” (kelchter-
mans & Ballet 2002); how teachers can work with transformative moral values; and 
how teachers need to become sensitive to the politics of curriculum building (Parker 
2004). When students in our study identified aspects of the political that reside within 
this broader concept of the political, we categorise student narratives in the domain 
in which they identified the political dispute or hegemony. In the political domain, we 
thus categorise student narratives about their belief that they can engage in political ac-
tivities in traditional political institutions, and about their belief that they can influence 
power inequalities and discourses on adversaries in this domain. 
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The third limitation concerns the level of detail on which people’s citizenship effica-
cy has been studied. Traditionally, scholars either investigate people’s sense of efficacy 
regarding a specific type of activity, or their global sense of efficacy: the feeling that one 
can have an impact on civic issues in general. Morrell (2005) has shown that the two 
are not necessarily related. When investigating the impact of students’ participation in 
a deliberative decision-making project in the United States on their sense of global po-
litical efficacy, he found that a specific intervention can have a positive impact on a per-
son’s “situation-specific efficacy”, while simultaneously having no, or a negative, impact 
on a person’s global sense of efficacy. Students often reported that the deliberative deci-
sion-making project has had a positive impact on their efficacy towards deliberative de-
cision-making in school. few students however reported that participating in the project 
has increased their belief that they can influence political issues in general. Because our 
study collects student narratives of efficacy, students can talk about general and situation 
specific elements of their efficacy. Above that, we can collect information about the value 
that students attach to their situation specific and general efficacy, and about additional 
merits of their participation that students might value. 

A fourth limitation concerns what we call the ‘spatial orientation’ of studies. In the 
context of global and cosmopolitan citizenship education, Davies (2006) and Osler and 
Starkey (2003) have stressed the need to provide students with the proper skills to make 
a difference at the local, national and global level. Most empirical studies on citizenship 
efficacy however, measure students’ efficacy in a certain area, like their own school or 
country. Collecting student narratives can provide information on the areas that domi-
nate in student narratives of efficacy. Students for instance might tell about their efforts 
to make children in Africa happy by handing out writing materials to them. This can be 
categorised as civil efficacy with a global orientation. 

As mentioned earlier, we discussed several limitations of current efficacy studies that 
relate to their conceptualisation of efficacy and their inclination to measure a limited 
range of possible outcomes and merits. In addition, we envisioned how several of these 
limitations can be addressed when the theoretical frame of a study departs from a thicker 
concept of democracy. Based on our discussion, we argue that future studies on citizen-
ship efficacy should also gain insights in the extent to which thicker concepts of democ-
racy are reflected in people’s sense of their citizenship efficacy.  

9.2.1 Measuring the moral component of citizenship efficacy 
Empirical studies on efficacy that have included a moral dimension have defined and 
measured this dimension in different ways. In their model of three types of citizens Wes-
theimer and kahne (2004) distinguish between the personally responsible type, the par-
ticipatory type and the justice oriented type. Where they focus on the third type and its 
value for the prevalence of a democratic society, our study also investigates adolescents’ 
references to moral elements in the civil domain. In addition to Westheimer and kahne’s 
model, we think that activities in this domain can reflect a thicker concept of democracy 
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as well, for instance when they are pursued in accordance with – or in the spirit of – dem-
ocratic narratives, practices and procedures. 

Hoskins et al. (2006) developed the “Active Citizenship Composite Indicator” (ACCI). 
This framework enables us to define a wider range of activities as “characterised by mu-
tual respect and non-violence and in accordance with human rights and democracy” 
(Hoskins et al. 2006: 10). The ACCI can for instance label “organising meetings” as a 
”value based activity”. While we appreciate the model for its ability to measure the moral 
dimension of different kinds of participation, we are critical about the fact that the model 
currently distinguishes between democratic and non-democratic activities. Apart from 
the fact that different values are involved in any type of action and context, in our per-
ception activities that fall short of mutual respect or do contain violent elements are part 
of any democratic reality. Next to that, many well intended and well considered actions 
may nevertheless contain troublesome components when evaluated in the context of 
democratic principles. In the ACCI, the possible discrepancy between activities and the 
underlying values can be captured in the fourth dimension, called “values”, which meas-
ures attitudes towards human rights, democracy and diversity (Hoskins & Mascherini 
2009: 467). We chose a similar construct to capture moral elements in students’ efficacy. 
When analysing students’ narratives, we also categorised student narratives on the moral 
dimension of their citizenship efficacy, for instance when they questioned their capacity 
to vote for the ‘right’ party.  

9.2.2 Measuring the emergence of people’s efficacy 
People’s feeling that they can invoke change, as well as people’s agency, their actual abil-
ity to exert control over various aspects in their lives, are always socially situated. Their 
feelings are therefore contingent and variable according to the social settings they find 
themselves in. In order to investigate student narratives on the background of their ef-
ficacy, we also had to define which aspects of positioning and situatedness of people we 
wanted to investigate. Studies on efficacy often point to the impact of internal processes 
and external structures. Our study adopted Evans’ (2002) model of ‘bounded agency’. 
This model resulted from a study into the life experiences of 900 young adults in different 
socio-economic environments, and their experiences of control. It distinguishes between 
three axis: self-image, external structure and internal structure. With that, it envisions 
how personal agency is also influenced by self-images: the reflections concerning who 
you are and what you should do, which Evans calls ‘self-normalisation’. Inspired by this 
model, we also added a third component to our analysis of student narratives on the 
background of their citizenship efficacy: the extent to which they care about being able ‘to 
make a difference’. The axis ‘self-image’ was turned into ‘citizenship philosophy’, because 
it contains adolescents’ narratives concerning their global civic/political efficacy, which 
can also be described as ‘collective self-efficacy’ (Bandura 1997: 35); their sense of a need 
for people to affect civic or political issues; and their ‘citizenship styles’: the kind of par-
ticipation that, according to these students ‘matches with their lifestyle’. The axis ‘external 
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structure’ contains students’ understandings and imaginations of the impact of civic and 
political procedures, practices and discourses on their efficacy. And the axis ‘internal 
structure’ contains adolescents’ references to their own capacities and talents. 

To resume, our study distinguishes between several elements of (young) peoples’ ef-
ficacy: (a) certain types of practices, like helping others, or participating in protests; (b) 
certain domains: the civil domain, the civic and the political domain; (c) the geographic 
orientation of their practices; (d) the moral dimensions of their efficacy (see Table 14). In 
line with Evan’s concept of bounded agency, we also distinguish three axes of the emer-
gence of adolescents’ civic efficacy: their citizenship philosophy (for example the belief 
that worrying about civic issues is of no use); the impact of structural elements (for ex-
ample the availability of means to voice their opinions on school issues); and the impact 
of internal issues (for example their capacity to write a letter to the government). 

Table 14. Elements of adolescents’ citizenship efficacy.

Citizenship efficacy  Citizenship philosophy  Structural  Internal

(a) Type of activities/impact
(b) Domain of actions/impact
(c) Geographical orientation
(d) Moral dimension

9.3 Research design

Because of our interest in adolescents’ narratives of their citizenship efficacy, an explorative, 
qualitative study was conducted. In our study, narratives are defined as the conglomerate 
of people’s understandings, imaginations, and feelings and background stories regarding 
their efficacy. This concept resembles Georgakopoulou’s (2006) concept of ‘small stories’: 
stories that are co-constructed by two or more persons and that show many resemblances 
with ordinary conversations. We prefer the term narratives because it highlights the inter-
relatedness of people’s narratives and their identity development in a certain context, which 
is a key interest in narrative inquiry (Goodson & Sikes 2001; Goodson et al. 2010). Our 
study into student narratives of their efficacy is part of a larger study that investigates their 
attitudes towards the democratic and pluralist character of the Dutch society. 

Twenty-seven students participated in our study. Their narratives were collected 
through a series of interviews containing four focus group sessions and two individual 
interviews per student. Seven clusters of three to five students each were interviewed 
in 2009 and 2010. Each interview contained five open ended questions. During focus 
groups, the students were asked to answer the questions individually on paper at the start 
of the interview, to make sure each voice was captured. Answers were then exchanged, 
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deepened and discussed in the focus groups. In the individual interviews respondents 
were asked to elaborate on the background of their attitudes. Open interview techniques 
were used in order to stimulate the students’ narrating process. The questions on efficacy 
were kept rather abstract in order to obtain information about the students’ vocabularies, 
their line of thinking, the conditions that they deemed influential for the development of 
their efficacy, and their previous thoughts. As Table 15 shows, the narratives on student 
citizenship efficacy were collected in different interviews. In the sixth interview, the stu-
dents were asked about their internal and external efficacy.   

Table 15. The interview questions.

Interview Interview Interview
number and type topic question

Third, individual  Background  Why do you (not) intend to participate 
  in the civic/political domain?
Fourth, group  Civic issues  Why do you (not) perceive a role for yourself in
  addressing civic issue x?
Fifth, group  Good Why don’t you want to participate in accordance
 citizenship with procedure/practice x?
  (see Table 16)
Sixth, individual  Background  Do you think that you can make a difference?
  Do you think that our government is receptive

  to  your initiatives?

9.3.1 Sample selection
four schools participated in the study. All schools are located in the city of Utrecht. 
Schools one and two are pre-university track schools, schools three and four vocational 
track schools. School one is mainly attended by high SES students from Utrecht city; 
school two is attended by high and low SES students from Utrecht city and rural areas in 
the district. School three is attended by predominantly low SES students. And school four 
is attended by both low and high SES students. Both vocational schools are attended by 
students from Utrecht city as well as from other districts. 

Because we could only include eight students per school, we asked students from one 
class to participate. This one class, out of on average of 70 students per level, was selected 
on the basis of the teachers’ willingness to introduce us to the students and facilitate our 
encounters with them. After the schools agreed to participate, both the teachers and the 
students who were willing to participate were easily found. Among the students who 
applied, a selection was made of those who appeared to be representative of the class/
school population with regard to ethnicity, gender, professional interests, and their ex-
pected attendance (based on teacher information). fourteen vocational students and 13 
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pre-university students were selected.  This proportion is representative for the Dutch 
student population, where both types of school attract about the same number of stu-
dents. fifteen boys were selected and 12 girls. On average, students were 17 years old. 
Several categories of students are not included in our sample. While we were able to 
include students with different subjects at pre-university schools, we could only include 
students from two different vocational programmes: social care and education, and in-
ternational business. Vocational track students studying agriculture, nature or physics are 
not included in the sample.  

9.3.2 Analysis 
Our analysis combines analytic tools that have been developed in grounded theory (Boe-
ije 2005; Charmaz 2011) and narrative research (Riessman 2008; Goodson & Sikes 2001). 
first, all interviews were recorded and fully transcribed. A thematic analysis was con-
ducted with the ATLAS-ti program. To distract relevant segments from student narra-
tives, segments were first divided into two main categories: internal and external efficacy. 
Next, we conducted four analyses on these segments. first, we categorised the type of 
activities that students mentioned. When common themes were detected, a new code 
was attributed to the particular segments. This way, codes were developed for student 
efficacy towards addressing disrespectful behaviour in their environment, towards en-
gaging in conversation or dialogue, and towards writing a letter, and voice their opinion 
on political issues. Second, we categorised student segments based on the domain of their 
efficacy. Third, we categorised student stories on the emergence of their (lack of) efficacy 
in different domains. Here, segments were attributed to the three axis that were based on 
Evans’ model of bounded agency: citizenship philosophy, external structure, and internal 
structure. fourth, the moral component in their citizenship efficacy was studied. We left 
the spatial orientation out because we expected the results of this analysis to be of the 
least interest to the field. 

We then went back to the students’ narratives, in order to investigate if we could dis-
tinguish between different typologies. We decided to take the domain of efficacy that pre-
vailed in their stories as the leading variable for our typology and started building initial 
typologies based on the characteristics of the narratives of four students that clearly dif-
fered from each other. We then further developed the criteria for the different typologies, 
while profiling the other students. During this process we found that a student’s citizen-
ship philosophy appeared to be a strong predictor for the domain in which the students 
felt capable of participating or invoking change, and the kind of activities they pursued. 
Our analysis resulted in the distinction of four efficacy types.*  

* The names used in the results section are pseudonyms. To display the variety between the students’ 
backgrounds, we describe the group with which this student took part in the interviews (C7) be-
tween brackets; the background of students’ parents, being labelled Immigrant or Dutch (I/D); stu-
dents’ educational track, being either pre-university or vocational (P/V).   
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9.4 Four citizenship efficacy types 

Our analysis of student narratives led to the distinction into four types of students: the 
civic efficacy type, the civil and political efficacy type, the civil efficacy type, and the pas-
sive efficacy type (see Table 16). In this section, each type is described and illustrated with 
student portrayals and quotes that are illustrative for the different efficacy types. 

The civic efficacy type is confident that civic and political procedures can work, and 
feels confident that one can ‘make a difference’. Shannon (C4/I/P) is an example of this 
type. In her neighbourhood she feels able to contribute by co-organising activities at the 
youth centre. And she intends to contribute to the wellbeing of other citizens:  

There are small things that I can do … in neighbourhood centre, helping the poor 
kids, stuff like that … that speaks for itself … not for everybody … but for me, partic-
ipating this way is just part of my life. Participating, and possibly having a significant 
impact on people’s lives.  

At home, she discusses civic and political issues with her mom and her sisters. This way, 
she feels that she has learned to develop her opinions and to evaluate multiple perspec-
tives. She also feels able to make a difference through her work as a babysitter, where she 
can give children the feeling that they matter by giving them attention and helping them 
to care for each other:  

Their parents are always away at work. They give them things, but they do not take 
the time to play with their children. I feel sorry for them. […] They are so different 
from my sister’s children. They don’t say hi when you come in. Not because they are 
rude, but because they are rather reserved with strangers. And they start yelling when 
they do not get what they want. … When I baby-sit I give them real attention. I talk 
with them, teach them to play together, and to entertain themselves. I even take them 
out for a swim in my own spare time, because their parents don’t. […] I’m not afraid 
that they will end up in the streets. Just that they will become isolated [when they do 
not learn to engage with others in a respectful way]. Their mom says that they are 
much nicer to each other when I have been around.   

At school, Shannon feels able to help people bridge differences and prejudices. She says:

Yes, I do think that I can have an impact in school, cause see, uhm, when one person 
thinks that Goths are crazy, and others think they are okay, and I go talking to them 
like, why do you think they are crazy … and stuff like that … than they say because so 
and so, and they might develop a whole new image of Goths … Or for example those 
girls [who previous to their participation in the school play that she directed had been 
hostile towards each other] … when the Gothic girl was crying, the other girl started 
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to console her, and now the two of them have even become friends. Just the fact that 
they started to talk to each other, and participated in the play I think effaced the ten-
sions between these girls. They are gone. It just matters. Yes, it matters a lot I think. 
If everybody just would …  Of course, there always will be people whom you do not 
like. You cannot like everybody. But once people give each other some credit, it would 
avoid a lot of tensions between people.  

She appreciates that her school has a student council, and she is inclined to vote, but she 
also states that ‘because of my age, what I do is not the real thing yet’. Jason (C7/I/V) also 
belongs to the five students in our sample who feel confident that they can have an impact 
in the civic domain. He talked about the organisation that his family started, which aims 
to ameliorate life standards and education for people in Suriname. How they brought 
electricity to the inlands of Suriname and improved learning facilities in various schools. 
When asked if he felt able to make a difference he said: ‘yes I do think that I would be able 
to do something. I could inform people, seek sponsors, raise money, stuff like that. That 
would work out, I think’.  

The civil and political efficacy types’ focus is on participating in the political domain, 
primarily through informed voting. Participating in the civic domain is not incorporated 
in their citizenship philosophy. Daniel (C5/D/V) is an example of this type. In his percep-
tion, good citizenship is a matter of behaving well, being friendly to others, and ‘donating 
money to good causes’, depending on how much spare money one has:  

It depends … if you have loads of money, like Oprah, you can make a difference. But 
with the amount of money that I have … it’s hard (laughs). It’s all about money … Or 
I can join an organisation like Greenpeace … not that I sympathise with them, but to 
give an example. The people that fight for the preservation of whales in tiny boats. Then 
you can make a difference. … But it’s either the extreme way, or with a lot of money.  

This type feels confident that one can make a difference in one’s own environment and 
is confident that the government is receptive to citizens’ initiatives. As Daniel says: ‘Our 
current conservative government won’t finance anything, but in general, as long as you 
try something good, everyone will support you, including the government, I think’. The 
efficacy related issues that this type mentions focus on the political domain. Daniel mocks 
certain aspects of the current political system:  

In the end, the 150 representatives in parliament decide … and when you cannot rely on 
these 150 people, then you cannot rely on democracy. […] Many of the people who are 
currently engaged in politics are part of the elites. When, in the future, all representatives 
are elites, that would mean the end of democracy, and it will kill politics. […] To counter 
this, young people from different layers in society should become politically engaged.  
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Table 16: Four citizenship efficacy types
Citizenship efficacy types

Civic efficacy 
type

Political & civil 
efficacy type

Civil efficacy type Passive efficacy 
type

Narratives on 
efficacy in general

Include the civic 
domain

Concentrate 
on the civil and 
political domain

Concentrate on 
the civil domain

Are absent, 
previous to the 

interviews

Trust in civic/
political 

procedures

Feel confident 
that civic 

and political 
procedures can 

work

Feel confident 
that political 

procedures can 
work

Can be trusting 
or critical 

about political 
procedures

Can be trusting 
or critical 

about political 
procedures

Sense of 
efficacy towards 

civic/political 
procedures

Feel confident 
that they can 

make a difference 
(mostly from 
experience)

Feel confident 
that they can 

invoke change 
through local 
politics and

at the local level

Feel confident 
that they can 

invoke change 
on a small 

scale, but not 
through political 

participation

Civic or political 
efficacy not 

an issue: they 
concentrate 
on their own 

(families) 
wellbeing

If civic 
organizations 
contribute to 
their efficacy

Yes, a positive 
impact of civic 
institutions is 

reported

No reference 
is made to 
a positive 

impact by civic 
institutions

No reference 
is made to 
a positive 

impact by civic 
institutions

No reference 
is made to 
a positive 

impact by civic 
institutions

Aspiration to 
participate in 
each domain

Aspire 
participating in all 

three domains

Aspire 
participating in 
the political and 

civil domain

Aspire 
participating in 
the civil domain

Do not 
aspire active 

participation in 
any domain

Specific activities 
they aspire

Study civic issues; 
Discuss how to 
cope with civil, 

civic and political 
issues

Informed voting; 
Voluntary work; 
Donate money

Voluntary work; 
Bridge differences 

in personal 
environment

Not to harm 
others; Support 

relatives; Put 
garbage outside

V: N = 14
(VT = Mix)

FD, YA ML, DA, S MT, JA, SA, LT, 
ST, LS

SY, N, VT

P: N = 13
(M2 = mix)

K, SH, DO DE, L,  JO, DI, SZ, MI, SU B, M1
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Daniel also states that ‘his’ party has violated his thrust because it agreed to a government 
programme that hurts educational equality, something his party had promised to pro-
tect during the 2010 elections. This experience has made him feel disoriented: how can 
you support a party when you do not know what their actual stance is and when your 
representatives do not protect your interests? Dave (C3/D/P) is also categorised as a civil 
and political type. He is confident that he can make a difference within a group, or as an 
expert. But he is sceptical about the impact that individuals can have:  

When you engage yourself, you will succeed. That’s what I’ve learned … and then I 
think … yeah, I can make an effort, but when I do not know what to do … it will be 
difficult. When I’m an expert, I will be fine … and when you’re with a bunch of peo-
ple. I think you’re going to be more successful when you’re with many.  

The civil efficacy type has little affinity with political participation. Either because poli-
tics are considered too complicated or boring, or because their critique of the political 
system has caused them to withdraw from politics. Janice (C5/D/V) perceives politics as 
complicated and boring: ‘When I think about democracy, I think about politics, the gov-
ernment, joint decision making, 18-plus usually, and boring … I’m not really interested 
… although I know that it is important … I don’t know … it’s just not my thing’. She has 
tried watching political discussions on television, and visited parliament with school, 
but she concluded that this is not her cup of tea. In addition, as a Christian, she feels that 
becoming politically active would be a waste of time, since the political power of ‘real’ 
christian parties has diminished over time.  

I’m a Christian, and Christianity is not something that people care about anymore 
in the Netherlands, it just disappears. That’s a shame … on top of that, others arrive, 
with different religious affiliations … and we’ve lost [political] power.  

Narratives on organisations in the civic domain through which they might be able to 
invoke change are rare among this type. When talking about her citizenship efficacy, the 
only civic organisation that Janice mentioned was the Church. In this context, she talked 
about her participation in discussions on civil and religious issues during youth group 
meetings of her Church. Here, she discussed what ‘love thy neighbours’ means in differ-
ent situations, and to which extent she felt capable to accept people that are different from 
herself. We did not categorise this type of participation as civic, because it is directed 
towards becoming a good person and a good member of her christian community, rather 
than towards building relations beyond one particular community. She also referred to 
the civic activities of her Church: how her Church helped christian families in Egypt to 
defend the religious rights of minorities. She herself however did not aspire to improve 
the living conditions of religious minorities. 
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Instead, the narratives of this type concentrate on the civil domain, which is key to 
their citizenship philosophy. Janice for instance recalled how in primary school she made 
it a habit to play with the unpopular kids in their classroom.  

In primary school, me and my friend introduced a doing good day. This meant that 
once a while we would play with children who were bullied regularly, because we felt 
sad for them. We talked with them and played together. There was this girl who was 
quite fat, and bullied because of it … I just went to play with her too. I did not always 
like it, I think, because she was not always fun to be with. But I did it anyway. The 
feeling that “this is not okay, let’s do something about it”. That started early.  

She also talked about her ability to help others as an intern, and through her work as a 
social counsellor, after finishing school:  

I find it fascinating … to learn why people respond the way they do, why they think 
the way they do. How they talk, and to see progress, for instance with people who feel 
insecure. That you can offer them a new perspective or a sprinkle of hope. That seems 
wonderful to me.  

References about their possible contribution in the civil domain through work were more 
often made by vocational students. Tess is also categorised as a civil type. She does not know 
whether the government will open up to her ideas. It is not an item for her at the moment. 
When she is older, she might like to contribute in order to improve the legal system, because 
she feels that penalties for serious crimes are far too low. But for now, Tess says: ‘I’m too 
young to really do something about it ... And I can’t say what I think of it right know’. This 
type perceives a lack of civic efficacy as a fact, not as an issue. When talking about the prob-
lems with immigrant youth that she identified, Tess argued: ‘It’s not just my problem and if 
something could have been be done, it would have been done a long time ago’. 

The passive efficacy type has not thought about their citizenship efficacy before. When 
Abdel (C6/f/V) is asked about his civil efficacy he says: ‘Uhm … I don’t know … at the 
moment I do not know how I can affect other people’s lives in a positive way’. Instead, 
this type’s narratives concentrate on one’s own (families’) wellbeing and happiness. Abdel 
for instance talks about his own goals, and his responsibilities as a family member: about 
his aspiration to become a good son, a good husband and, later, a good parent: ‘When I 
talk about the things I want to achieve [a decent job, a nice car, getting married, having 
children] it sounds small, but one needs to do a lot to reach those goals’. 

Students who belong to this type can be both trusting and critical about political pro-
cedures. Abdel for instance does expect the local government to be open to initiatives of 
individual citizens. This expectation stems from a gut-feeling: ‘When the constructions 
on a playground need to be fixed, I would notify the person who put it there or the… I 
would tell him it’s broke and that person would probably take care of it’. 
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This type does not perceive one’s civic or political efficacy as an issue. Abdel for in-
stance cannot think of a civic or political issue that needs his attention. According to him, 
the Dutch society and its democracy work rather well. If he would really be bothered by 
something he could imagine voicing his opinion, but up to now he has not felt the need. 
Abdel does not watch the news, and does not attempt to study civic and political issues. 
He did vote during the national elections. About the impact of his vote, Abdel says:  

One extra vote is good for that party isn’t it? But that’s not how I thought about it … 
that when I vote, it might contribute to …. I just voted for the Labour Party … Just 
hand me the next voting form … who knows … perhaps I’ll vote for a different party 
… I don’t know … Usually I ask other people what to vote for … I hear other people’s 
choices, and I ask my parents. When they vote for the Labour party, so do I. Or, when 
I recognise someone [from a political commercial] I vote for that person.  

Abdel’s limited political literacy is not something he is concerned about: everything will 
be fine in the end. Others will take care. This type also does not mention civic organisa-
tions though which they might be able to invoke change. They can also imagine possible 
ways to have an impact in the civil domain. When asked if he could think of a way to 
make a difference when he wanted to, Ben (C2/D/P) said: ‘[silence], yeah, you can give 
people money. yeah, something like that and people could get a better life because of it. 
And you can support people by talking to them. [pauses] These are things you can do, 
theoretically’. To them, their citizenship efficacy is more a hypothetical question, than an 
actual matter of interest.  

9.4.1 What our typology reveals 
The four efficacy types illustrate the strong relation that was found between students’ 
citizenship philosophies and the domains in which they experience a sense of efficacy. 
Where the civic efficacy type of student perceives an active role for himself in contribut-
ing to democracy in the civil, civic and political domain, students who are categorised as 
‘passive efficacy type’ do not aspire participating actively in society or democracy, except 
through showing respect and being friendly in their own environment. 

Two remarks need to be made on the typologies. first, it is important to note that 
the civic efficacy type of student is not necessarily ‘democratically superior’. This stems 
from the fact that not all aspects of our ‘thick’ concept were caught in the typologies. 
Thus, the civic efficacy type can be confident about the impact that one can have in the 
civic domain, and simultaneously have a rather superfluous image of one’s citizenship 
responsibilities in a democracy. Despite the fact that Jason (civic efficacy type) is involved 
in improving life standards for a group of people abroad, he has a rather limited sense of 
his citizenship responsibilities: Voting is not necessarily part of good citizenship. Good 
citizenship is like paying a visit to a Turkish family, or going to another country … just 
being polite. you behave in the same way as when you’re visiting someone, I think. 
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Similar, a civic and political efficacy type might try to impose the rules of one’s own 
community on the larger community, and one might try to pursue the interests of the 
majority at cost of the interests of minorities. Dave for instance wants to help set up a po-
litical party that demands that immigrants must either fully assimilate or otherwise leave 
the country. However, we found that several of the students in the third and the fourth 
type, who did not feel a need to develop their sense of citizenship efficacy beyond the civil 
domain, did express a strong appreciation of social and cultural diversity. 

Second, it is important to note that not every student can be caught in these typologies: 
student narratives on efficacy can contain elements of different types, and the students’ 
efficacy type can also shift when they grow older. In addition, future studies might lead 
to the development of more efficacy types, or typologies with a different focus. Taking a 
broader concept of the political or the moral dimensions of student citizenship efficacy as 
a starting point would have led to a different typology. 

As Table 16 showed, students are quite equally divided over the four typologies. Also, 
pre-university and vocational track students are fairly equally represented in each type. 
In addition, our typology reveals that only one type of students is confident about their 
ability to have some impact in the civic domain. While students did reflect on the role of 
civic and political institutions and the way this role could be improved in the larger study, 
only the civic efficacy type talked about how they themselves can invoke change with 
the help of these institutions. This might relate to the students’ critique on the ethics and 
influence of current civic and political institutions. They for instance repeatedly talked 
about how the media invoke tensions between social and cultural groups. 

In line with previous studies (Verba et al. 2003; kahne et al. 2008), our findings show 
that student stories about differences in their ability to participate in certain activities 
differed among educational tracks: pre-university students hardly talked about a lack of 
skills to participate in civic or political procedures. Vocational students did report such 
lacks. Tess (C6/D/V) for instance said: ‘I asked my mom to help me write a letter to the 
local government, because I would not have known how to write one myself ’. While it is 
not surprising that 16-yearolds have little experience performing this kind of activities, it 
is remarkable that only one of the pre-university students expressed concerns about his 
ability to do so. 

Students’ utterances about their ability to invoke change in the civil, civic and political 
domains however did not differ between educational tracks. Differences here related to 
the students’ citizenship philosophy, as reflected in our typology. Where the civic efficacy 
type of students had developed a vocabulary for the humble differences their engagement 
could lead to, the stories of the other types of students were dominated by examples that 
illustrated their feeling of being unable to have a significant impact as an individual. Here, 
stories about ‘how you can only achieve change when you are part of a well-known group’ 
were abundant. 

Another explanation that students frequently gave for their inability to invoke change 
concerned their feeling that engaging in protests or writing letters would not work be-
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cause of their age and their status, being ‘just one out of 16 million citizens’. Their ability 
to decide how they can contribute to society in a positive way, or to decide which policy 
or strategy to support, was only occasionally questioned. This can be traced back to the 
interview question, since students were asked ‘whether they felt that they could invoke 
change’, and not ‘whether they felt capable to decide which solution or strategy would be 
the right one’. That being said, it is still remarkable that students rarely questioned their 
ability to decide on the right way to act. An exception concerned their ability to vote. 
Here, several vocational students stated that they preferred non-voting over voting for 
the wrong person, because of their limited knowledge of politics.  

9.4.2 lacunas in students’ citizenship efficacy 
In his essay ‘A dilemma of democratic Citizenship’, Tully (2010) claims that modern cit-
izens in Canada have been raised with the idea that in order to address issues or claim 
ones rights, one should participate in the political domain. As a result, he comments, 
people feel unable to address issues that are not put on the agenda by current political 
parties, and people have not learned how to address issues outside the political domain. 
In addition, people who refrain from politics tend to withdraw from the civic domain as 
well. Our findings of the sense of external political efficacy among the 27 Dutch students 
in our sample coincide with Tully’s concern. As expected from previous studies, we could 
distinguish between students who have faith in the democratic political system, and those 
who have serious doubts about its workings, representation and receptiveness. Since the 
latter are unlikely to address issues through political procedures, these students can either 
(a) stick to their personal environment; (b) join civic or political organisations that ad-
dress these issues; or (c) contribute to the development of new, alternative strategies. The 
students in our sample in general preferred the first option. In addition, we found that the 
students in our sample tend to distance themselves from civic issues, considering them 
‘too far away to be bothered personally’ and ‘too big to affect me’. 

In the meantime, students did have to deal with the civic issues that they could not 
avoid in their personal lives. Many students in our sample had faced harassment by 
groups of youth in the streets or in school. This however did not translate into an aspira-
tion to improve the quality of their learning and living environments in a structural way. 
Strategies instead focused on how to avoid this kind of situation, or how to be least affect-
ed. The civic and civil efficacy types also mentioned their own efforts to treat others with 
respect as a strategy to address this issue. While this small way of “making a difference” 
can be criticised from the view that societies need their citizens to address issues in a 
structural way, modest proves of agency can also be interpreted as low key ways in which 
students can influence democratic culture, discourse or procedures. Beaumont (2010: 
541), for instance, referred to the ‘small gains’ of participating in political projects that 
were emphasised by students and faculty staff in her study, like organising face-to-face 
meetings with stakeholders. Students in our study did not mention participating in any 
such programmes. In addition, students only occasionally referred to alternative, modest 
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influences that they might undergo. for instance, where students in general thought that 
joining in a protest would not impact the policies at stake, only one student also men-
tioned that she valued participating in protests because it had strengthened her spirit to 
fight for a “good” cause. These results suggest that the students in our sample attended 
few educational programmes that have helped them imagine possible merits and valua-
ble, achievable outcomes of engaging in civic and political activities.  

9.5  Conclusion 

This chapter presents a study into the narratives of 27 Dutch adolescents about their cit-
izenship efficacy. Building on a ‘thicker’ concept of democracy (Carr 2011; Parker 2003; 
Thayer-Bacon 2008; Westheimer & kahne 2004), we investigated their belief that they 
can participate in certain activities, their belief that they can actually have an impact, 
and their sensitivity to moral issues involved in selecting goals and strategies, and caring 
about their citizenship efficacy. Analysis led to the distinction of four citizenship efficacy 
types: the civic efficacy type, the civil and political efficacy type, the civil efficacy type, and 
the passive efficacy type. Here, we discuss our findings and describe several suggestions 
for future empirical studies, and the further development of citizenship education pro-
grammes in the Netherlands and internationally. 

first, our study shows the value of adding a third axis to the analytic frame of studies 
that investigate the impact of internal and external influences on adolescents’ citizenship 
efficacy and participation. Inspired by Evans’ (2002) model of bounded agency, we not 
only investigated the students’ belief that they can have an impact, but also the students’ 
aspirations to develop their efficacy in the civil, civic and political domains. Our findings 
suggest that only two out of four efficacy types have the aspiration to improve their effi-
cacy in the political domain, and that only one type cares about one’s civic efficacy. This 
phenomenon needs further study. Given the impact of contextual influences, we also 
suggest comparing student citizenship efficacy types across countries and among differ-
ent student types, for instance to further examine the representation of vocational and 
pre-university students among different efficacy types. 

Second, our study confirms the need to attend to contextual influences of lacunas in 
people’s citizenship efficacy. Previously, Biesta and Lawy (2006) and kahne and West-
heimer (2006) already warned that governments need to reflect on their own contribu-
tions to a lack of participation and efficacy among (young) citizens. Building on a thick 
concept of democracy, they stressed that the government, civic institutions, and parents 
have a joint responsibility to help young citizens imagine how they can contribute to 
respectful relations and social justice beyond singular communities. Our findings how-
ever suggest that only few students in our sample have been introduced to potential role 
models, people who already participate in the civic and political domains. In formal edu-
cation, this lacuna can be addressed through the further development of service learning 



Dutch Adolescents’ Narratives of their Citizenship Efficacy 169

programmes, which have recently become mandatory in the Netherlands. In particular, 
these programmes can initiate connections between students in primary and secondary 
education and organisations that seek to address social justice issues, and they can help 
students imagine ways in which they already can have a meaningful impact. 

Third, and in relation to our previous suggestion, we think that it is important to 
investigate and educate a wider range of possible merits and outcomes of citizenship effi-
cacy. Currently, quantitative studies for instance investigate whether students think that 
they can influence political decisions through engaging in protests (ICCS 2009). This 
however is only one of many possible gains. In addition, protesting can contribute to a 
person’s awareness of a particular civic issue, and it can help individuals to find the cour-
age and strength to keep fighting social injustice, and develop new strategies. In general, 
we think that it is important to help (young) citizens imagine different ways in which 
they can have an impact, especially when they are still under 18, and develop a realist 
images of their citizenship efficacy. This implies that students learn to cope with issues 
that they cannot change and that they challenge others. As Bandura (1995), kahne and 
Westheimer (2006) and Beaumont (2010) noted, one should be cautious with installing a 
superfluous sense of efficacy among adolescents or clients, because this sense of efficacy 
will not survive when complex issues are to be faced. 

The fourth suggestion concerns the adolescents’ sensitivity to the moral dimension of 
their citizenship efficacy. In their narratives, students only occasionally referred to mor-
al issues, for instance through questioning their capacity to vote for the ‘right’ political 
party. This suggests that students have few narratives on the moral dimension of their 
citizenship efficacy. We therefore recommend further investigations of students’ under-
standing and imagination of the moral dimension of their citizenship efficacy. Arguing 
from a thick concept of democracy, it is important that citizens in a democracy develop a 
humble attitude towards their ability to know what is best for one’s own society, other so-
cieties, and other people. This means that students need to learn how to critically examine 
their own and other people’s ideals, aspirations and strategies (Sieckelinck & De Ruyter 
2009). furthermore, it means that students need to become sensitive to how different 
hegemonies affect the development of personal citizenship participation and efficacy. A 
capitalist tradition will for example stress different citizenship values, skills and activities 
than Christian or humanist traditions. 

fifth, our study envisions how a thicker concept of democracy can help students and 
teachers imagine their ability to influence politics in various domains. Our study did not 
analyse the students’ perceptions of their political efficacy in accordance with a broader 
concept of the political (Mouffe 2005). for future studies we recommend further investi-
gation of students’ perceptions of the political in accordance with students’ sense of their 
political efficacy at home, at work and in schools, and stimulation of students’ ability to 
participate in everyday life politics through educational programmes. As Mac an Ghaill 
(2010: 237) argued: ‘Working through the everyday politics of power/disempowerment, 
the politics of recognition/ misrecognition and the politics of cultural inclusion/patho-
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logical exclusion in students’ lives within schools, youth centres (and, we might add with-
in universities) enables a more strategic position to address a broader politics that shapes 
the lives of all generations’. 

We think that it is important as well that students imagine how a ‘thick’ concept of 
democracy might influence their citizenship efficacy in each domain. kahne and West-
heimer (2006) and Carr (2011) already argued that “doing democracy” means that people 
seek to contribute to social justice. Based on our study, we argue that educating demo-
cratic citizens also implies that students reflect on the aspects of citizenship efficacy that 
they value; that they learn to distinguish between technical and moral components of 
their citizenship efficacy; and that they learn to imagine multiple ways in which partici-
pating in the civil, civic and political domains can be successful or meaningful.    
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10 Bridging the Gap between Young People’s 
Civic Selves and Theoretical Positions on 
Democratic Citizenship Education*

In order to prepare young people for their supportive role in our constitutional democ-
racies, scholars on democratic citizenship education have been intrigued by the question 
what cognitions, skills and attitudes young citizens need to develop in order for them 
to be able to contribute to sustainable democratic and pluralist societies. In the last ten 
years, scholars have investigated young people’s citizenship development, and there is a 
wide agreement among those who adopt a ´thick´ concept of democracy that the nec-
essary cognitions, skills and attitudes have been insufficiently developed and promoted 
among young people in the Netherlands and internationally. (De Winter 2004; Leeman 
& Reid 2006; Maslowski et al. 2010; Parker 2003; Schultz et al. 2010; Thayer-Bacon 2008; 
Veugelers 2007; Westheimer & kahne 2004). Based on this kind of findings an education-
al agenda is advocated in which the development of young people’s democratic citizen-
ship identities is perceived as a shared responsibility of individuals and civic and political 
institutions (Biesta & Lawy 2006; kahne & Westheimer 2006). 

We now have gained considerable insight in which civic cognitions, skills and atti-
tudes young citizens across different democratic societies have developed and which el-
ements still remain underdeveloped. However, we still know little about young people’s 
lived citizenship, and how they evaluate their own citizenship development. In their re-
view study on research, policy and practices in England between 1995 and 2005, Osler 
and Starkey (2006) report several qualitative studies in the Uk that have investigated 
young people’s perceptions of citizenship and identity (Lister et al. 2001; Lister at al. 2003; 
Osler & Starkey 2003, 2005). In the Netherlands, the Scientific Council for Government 
Policy investigated to which extent young people with different ethnic backgrounds in 
france, England and the Netherlands identify themselves with ethnic groups or countries 
(Grever & Ribbens 2007). How young people perceive their civic identities in relation 
to democracy and the pluralist character of the Dutch society has not been a subject of 
investigation yet. Recently, Wessel (2010) did conduct an explorative study in the Neth-
erlands on how adults understand what democracy is about. In her report, she stated that 
research in the Netherlands on adult citizens’ perceptions is rare too.

Our larger study investigates how sixteen to twenty year olds in the Netherlands per-
ceive their civic identities in a democratic and pluralist society: how they understand 

* De Groot, I., Goodson, I. & Veugelers, W. (2012). Bridging the Gap between young People’s Civic 
Selves and Theoretical Positions on Democratic Citizenship Education. Curriculum and Teaching, 
27(1): 21-41
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their civil, civic and political responsibilities; how they relate to different possibilities to 
participate; and how they judge their current citizenship development. In this chapter, 
we compare the story of one of the students, who is representative for a large group in 
our sample, with two theoretical positions on how young citizens in a democracy should 
develop. Aim of this investigation is to gain insight in the discrepancies and commonal-
ities between the theoretical perspectives and young peoples lived citizenship, especially 
concerning the conceptual and social foundations of these positions. More specifical-
ly, we explore the discrepancies and commonalities between theoretical positions and 
young people’s perceptions in terms of the desired development of citizens in a democrat-
ic and pluralist society. We think that this exercise can be helpful for (future) teachers, 
particularly in democratic citizenship education, to imagine how theoretical positions 
relate to the lived citizenship of their students, what gaps there are, and how they can be 
discussed in classroom settings. Not in the sense that students need to be moulded into 
‘perfect’ democratic citizens but in order for students to develop a sense of engagement 
to the democratic process that these positions refer to: to help students identify aspects 
in current democratic societies that acquire their attendance and involvement as (future) 
citizens. 

The study aims to contribute to the development of theories on democratic citizen-
ship in two different ways: The theoretical positions have been selected for representing 
what generally are understood as two main features of critical democratic citizenship: 
addressing social justice issues (Westheimer & kahne 2004) and appreciating political, 
social and cultural diversity (Parker 2003). Comparing them with each other and with a 
person’s lived citizenship enables us to investigate the (possible) empirical implications 
of labelling certain developments as democratic. This way, our results contribute to the 
conceptualization and diversification of what democratic citizenship entails, when based 
on a ‘thick’ concept of democracy. 

The story of the sixteen year old male student (Ben) represents a liberalist type of citi-
zen. This type is considered dominant among Dutch citizens [reference deleted for review]. 
Recently, the ICCS report on the citizenship development of Dutch students (Malowski et 
al. 2010) reaffirmed that that the democratic literacy of Dutch students is relatively low, and 
that, while their thrust in the government is relatively high, their inclination to participate 
in the civic and political domain is far below average. Selecting Ben for our comparison 
thus enables us to display the possible impact for the Dutch society when a majority of 
her young citizens indeed resembles this type. In previous studies, scholars who adopted a 
‘thick’ concept of democracy have already stressed numerous disadvantages of a liberal type 
of citizen for the democratic character of their societies. (Apple 2007; Barber 1984; Carr 
2008; De Winter 2004; Veugelers 2007). In our study, we compare the disadvantages that 
have been stressed by the two positions with Ben’s story to investigate where they match and 
if there are disadvantages that are still unaccounted for.

The chapter is organized as follows: In the theoretical section, we explain our choice 
for discussing the theoretical positions of Parker (2003) and Westheimer & kahne (2004). 
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In the method section, we elaborate on the design of the larger empirical study, and the 
selection of Ben’s story from the twenty seven students who participated in the larger 
study. We also discuss the value of using one case in our study. After introducing Ben’s 
story, his perceptions and the emergence of his perceptions are compared with the two 
theoretical positions in the result section. In the discussion section, two complimentary 
strategies for democratic citizenship education are proposed. 

10.1 Theoretical Framework

When people talk about democracy, they often reveal different ideas of what democracy 
entails, both in theory and in practice. The views on democracy that people hold have a 
huge impact on the way different democracies are shaped and nurtured. Many people for 
instance have adopted a so-called ‘thin’ concept of democracy. This means they under-
stand democracy as a political system, which has as most important characteristic that 
people can vote, and that the majority wins. In line with this, they understand their own 
role as a citizen as: ‘not to harm others’ and ‘to vote, if we feel like it’. Many young people 
consequently feel that they cannot contribute to democracy: that they do not have a role 
in it yet. 

Several researchers on democratic citizenship have argued that this ‘thin’ understand-
ing of democracy, is insufficient to support and further develop democracies (Carr 2008; 
Parker 2003; Thayer-Bacon 2008; Westheimer & kahne 2004). Instead, they advocate a 
‘thick’ concept, which envisions ‘a democratic way of life’. This concept was introduced 
by Dewey (1916). It implies that democracy “is not confined to the sphere of political de-
cision-making but extends to participation in the construction, maintenance and trans-
formation of all forms of social and political life” (Biesta & Lawy 2006). Citizenship thus 
became extended to the social and cultural level of society. In the Eighties, researchers 
investigated how to stimulate a democratic way of life in schools (Power, Higgins & kohl-
berg 1989; Solomon, Watson & Battistich 2001). In the last ten years researchers defined 
different key elements of a democratic way of life (De Winter 2004; Gutmann & Thomp-
son 2004; Parker 2003; Putnam 2000; Thayer-Bacon 2008; Veugelers 2007; Westheimer & 
kahne 2004; young 2000). In their concepts developmental, socio-cultural and historical 
perspectives on citizenship have become more important. Haste for instance stressed that 
young people need to frame their citizenship identities, not only through obtaining civic 
knowledge, but also ‘through the experience of participation in relevant action, through 
the negotiation of identity with others, and through incorporating narratives about val-
ues, selfhood, and [trans]national identity into one’s self-definition’ (Haste 2004: 433). 

In our study we focus on students’ civic selves. This concept, which is similar to Lis-
ter’s concept of lived citizenship (Lister et al. 2003), can be defined as ‘The view that 
individuals have of themselves as citizens in their civic communities. This view includes 
individuals’ sense of the communities to which they belong and their capacity to iden-
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tify the nature and parameters of their civic roles in their communities’ (IEA 2007: 19). 
Previously, in the Uk, yates & youniss (1999) have studied the relation between civic 
participation and civic identities, and Lister et al. (2003) have studied students’ percep-
tions of citizenship in general, and whether or not they felt that they could participate as 
citizens themselves. In this study, we focus on a particular aspect of students’ civic selves: 
their perceptions of their current contribution to the democratic and pluralist character 
of the Dutch society; their aspirations as a citizen; and their evaluation of their current 
development. 

In order to investigate students’ civic aspirations in the context of democracy and 
pluralism, a theoretical model was constructed prior to the empirical study. The model 
displays five dimensions that affect people’s willingness to develop a democratic way of 
life (De Groot 2011; see also Chapter five). Each dimension contains elements that are 
considered significant for a democratic way of life by the scholars on democratic citizen-
ship education that have been leading in our study (Carr 2011; Parker 2003; Thayer-Ba-
con 2008; Westheimer & kahne 2004):

1) Democratic and diversity literacy: reflection, moral sensitivity; 
2) Capacity: internal and external efficacy; 
3) Active relations: commitment and connection;
4) The willingness to transform: open mindedness, doubt;
5) The ability to engage in dialogue: empathy, dialogical competences.

In our study of students aspirations, specific attention was paid to students’ views of and 
attitudes towards idealist narratives of democracy, and their views of and attitudes to-
wards democratic deficits. Next to the democratic deficits that have been pointed out by 
the two positions that are discussed in this chapter, students might for instance refer to 
violence that is used by countries in the name of democracy (Gaon 2009); to the inversion 
of democracy (Goodson 2010); or to the crisis of party politics (Mair 2009). This enables 
us to investigate to what extent democratic ideals and realities have affected students’ 
aspirations on each of the dimensions.  

 The theoretical model also reveals the normative position of our study: We think 
that young people need to develop their narratives of how they currently contribute to 
the continuing process of becoming democratic. An important aspect is developing one’s 
attitude towards diversity, which we conceptualized as one’s attitude towards living to-
gether in a society with people who continuously develop their – bricolage of – political, 
social and cultural identities. The model was not developed to judge students’ develop-
ment, but to illustrate the complexity of a democratic way of life, especially concerning 
the reality of democracy, and to envision the issues students might, or might not struggle 
with in this regard. The model itself, its dimensions and its conceptual frames are also 
subject of investigation in the larger study.

The theoretical positions that we selected for this study represent different visions 
on how citizens in a democracy should develop in relation to the problems that the US 
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democracy currently faces. While each democracy faces her own problems, we believe 
that the interpretations and the solutions that these positions have brought to the fore are 
very relevant to the problems that the Dutch democracy currently faces as well. Especially 
concerning the negative discourse on integration and multiculturalism that is gaining 
ground in the Netherlands, where even the Dutch vice premier has felt a need to state that 
‘the multicultural society has failed’.

Walter Parker has been conducting research on citizenship and citizenship education 
for more than two decades. His research focuses on learning democracy and appreciating 
diversity in the US and in international projects. Parker (2003; 2012) specifically points to 
the problematic use of the term ‘brotherhood’ in the civic and political domain. Because 
the term has traditionally been used to strengthen the commitment among insiders, all 
kinds of others are still categorically excluded. Also, the social and political position of 
social and cultural others are considered policy issues of minor importance. As a result, 
citizens in the US tend to ‘contain political diversity [and] constrain social and cultural 
diversity’ (Parker, 2003: 17). To address this problem, Parker advocates that people for in-
stance have to be aware of the interrelatedness of democracy and diversity, that they should 
be aware of their responsibilities beyond voting, and that they actively have to appreciate 
diversity.

Joel Westheimer & Joseph kahne (2003, 2004, 2006) have challenged the current con-
ception and education of citizenship in their empirical and theoretical research. They 
(Westheimer & kahne 2004) comment on the fact that people in the US are raised to 
become a-political citizens and argue for a greater differentiation in the types of citizen-
ship that people develop. Citizenship education focuses on ‘raising’ good neighbours, 
but hardly any attention is paid to how people can and should affect unjust reproductive 
processes that shape the societal circumstances they live in. They state that, in order for 
a democracy to work, people need to be aware when diversity is at stake, and people need 
to consider it their responsibility to address social justice issues.  

At first glance, the two positions seem highly compatible. Both positions for instance 
stress the need for citizens to appreciate social cultural diversity in an active way. They 
also agree in their critique of the liberal model of citizenship, which, in accordance with 
a ‘thin’ concept of democracy, has a limited understanding of citizens’ responsibilities: 
not to violate others’ rights (often presuming that these rights currently exist), and to 
effectuate one’s right to vote. Parker (2012: 1) for instance states that this type of citizen 
would lack the capacities and the disposition to prevent a liberal democracy of turning 
into an ‘illiberal democracy’.  

The focus of their critiques however differs, as do the educational strategies that they 
propose. Parker mocks the liberal model for their unawareness of their false concept of 
brotherhood, and of the ideal of the nation state, since these concepts lead societies to 
efface social and cultural differences, or deny their existence. In order to develop an active 
appreciation of social and cultural diversity, Parker (2003) has developed a deliberation 
model which adds to the existing model of a seminar, in which one gains knowledge of 
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different perspectives. Becoming accustomed with this model of deliberation means that 
students learn to make decisions, and develop policies that actually include and repre-
sent social and cultural differences from the start. Students then can –optionally– bring 
their deliberation competences to the political domain. Westheimer mocks the liberal 
model because it keeps citizens from developing into critical citizens who also feel able 
to address social justice issues: While the liberal model does stimulate citizens to live up 
to currently existing rights, it does not perceive a role for citizens in ameliorating these 
rights, or detecting omissions in their current rights. Therefore, Westheimer and kahne 
have supported the development of social justice programmes. 

In practice, both methods might enforce each other: Westheimer and kahne might 
gratefully use Parker’s deliberation model in their social justice programmes. And Park-
er might add an actual participatory trajectory to his deliberation programme. But the 
different solutions and foci also help us to detain the possible limitations of the solution 
that each party proposes. Parker’s deliberation model for instance does not automatically 
translate in people feeling able, or obliged, to participate in actual policy making process-
es. And Westheimer and kahne’s method does not guarantee that students have learned 
to negotiate between a variety of views, other than the view of the party whose unjust 
position one intends to address.

Another discrepancy concerns the value that both authors attach to different ways 
of participating. Where Parker values students’ deliberation skills, and values students’ 
engagement in deliberations in their own environment as part of a democratic culture, 
even when they end up not using their skills in the civic or political domain, Westheimer 
and kahne clearly state that this would be insufficient in order to contribute to the pro-
cess of building a sustainable democratic society. On the other hand, where Westheimer 
and kahne focus on social justice, Parker aims for a democratically enlightened way of 
addressing social, political and cultural issues (through participating in deliberation). In 
the results section, we describe how Ben’s story relates to both types of objectives.  

 

10.2 Research design

Studying young people’s perceptions of their citizenship in accordance with a ‘thick’ con-
cept of democracy implies that one investigates their understanding and imagination 
concerning multiple aspects of democracy and citizenship. A democratic way of life in-
corporates activities in the political domain, contributing to the democratic culture in 
schools and companies, relating to people with different cultural backgrounds, and rais-
ing one’s children in accordance with certain principles. Our empirical study focused on 
students’ perceptions and civic aspirations regarding democracy and diversity, and their 
experiences with civil and civic participation. We paid limited attention to their percep-
tions of the political system and their aspiration to participate in the formal political 
domain.
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first, an outline is given of the design of the larger empirical study. Next, we de-
scribe how Ben’s story relates to the stories of the other students, and how his story was 
selected for our comparison. To illuminate students’ own perceptions of their attitudes 
towards democracy and diversity, and how these emerged, a qualitative study was con-
ducted. Twenty-seven students participated in the study. Students were selected from two 
pre-university and two vocational schools in Utrecht, the fourth largest city in the Neth-
erlands. Schools were selected for having a diverse student population in order to ensure 
that students with different backgrounds and interests would participate. The schools 
also represent two educational tracks: pre-university and vocational (upper two levels). 
In each school, all students at one grade were asked to participate, both by e-mail and in 
their classroom. from the students who applied, a selection was made that reflected the 
diversity in their classes as to the number of boys/girls, native/non-native, interest in so-
cietal issues/no interest. Including students from different social categories, schools, and 
educational tracks in one large city enabled us to draw conclusions on how ‘mainstream’ 
youth in this particular area perceive their civic selves.  

In order to help students to unfold their stories on the five dimensions of a demo-
cratic way of life each student was interviewed six times. Students participated in four 
group interviews and two individual interviews. The group interviews were conducted 
with groups of four students. In these group interviews students were asked about their 
attitudes towards democracy, diversity, citizenship, and societal issues. Each interview 
contained five main questions. furthermore, open interview techniques were applied in 
order to stimulate students to elaborate on their stories. All interviews where recorded 
and fully transcribed. 

A thematic narrative analysis (Riessman 2008; Goodson et al. 2010) was conducted 
with the Atlas-ti program. In the analysing process we first developed categories of stu-
dents, based on their general appreciation of democracy and diversity, and their inclina-
tion to contribute to both aspects of the Dutch society. As expected from previous studies 
in the Netherlands (Maslowski et al. 2010; Veugelers 2007), we found that there was a 
relatively large group of students who do appreciate democracy and diversity, but who 
do not aspire an active role in society. In order to envision the discrepancies and com-
monalities between this group of students and the two theoretical positions we decided 
to compare one story that is representative for this group with the theoretical positions.

While we also investigate the aspirations of all 27 respondents in the larger study, we 
argue that investigating one story has scientific and educational value. Studying a single 
case enables us to present the multiplicity within one students’ story. More specifically, 
it envisions how people’s perceptions on democracy and diversity can vary and contra-
dict. In addition, analysing one student’s story enables us to demonstrate how student’s 
citizenship stories can be explicated and developed in educational settings by exploring 
the foundations of their stories, and our report enables (future) teachers to envision how 
their students might experience their citizenship. 
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10.3 Discussing Ben’s perception of his citizenship identity

After a short introduction of Ben, his perceptions of democracy and diversity, and his 
perception of his role as a citizen are compared with the different positions. Discussed 
are both to what extent Ben wants to contribute in accordance with the two positions, 
and why.

10.3.1 About Ben and his attitude towards democracy and diversity
Ben is a higher educated 16 year-old, who lives in a rich, white neighbourhood. While he 
attends predominantly white schools, he is used to meeting different cultures. He lives in 
a multicultural city and crosses through a flourishing multicultural neighbourhood on 
his way to school every day.

The interviews with Ben took place in 2009. A popular item in the media during this 
period were the provocations of a Dutch nationalist politician, Wilders, who claims that 
the Netherlands would be a better country to live in when all Muslims who are not fully 
integrated would be ‘send back to their country of origin’. This rhetoric has been applauded 
by people who feel unhappy with the growing number of new citizens in the Netherlands. 
These feelings had already become urgent a few years before with the murder of two public 
persons, a neo-liberal politician and a film director who used to provoke Muslims. Wilders’ 
political party now has considerable support and dominates many political debates. 

Ben reports that he values living in a democracy, because it means that he is free to 
choose how to live his life: ‘My parents for instance cannot sell me as a slave’. He considers 
our democracy as a political system that probably works well, because he does not per-
ceive any problems himself. He feels well-informed by the media, and he thinks our elec-
tion processes are fair. When talking about how a citizen in a democracy would behave 
in a good way, Ben repeatedly skipped the democratic part, since he thinks all citizens 
should behave in a good way, and every society should address social justice issues in a 
good way. key to Ben’s understanding of good citizenship is that one ‘has a positive im-
pact’. It is about balance he says: ‘Everybody does bad things at some point in life. People 
just need to make sure their balance turns out positive, for instance by engaging in paid 
labour and with that, contributing to society’. 

Likewise, the pluralist character of society does not need specific attendance, in his 
view: ‘There still is a lot of discrimination, but on the whole people do respect each other’. 
Ben thinks of himself as a respectful person too. The civic responsibilities that he men-
tions in the context of diversity are respecting others and reflecting on his own norms, 
‘because, especially in a diverse environment, norms can change over time’. 

10.3.2 How Ben’s story relates to Parker
Comparing Ben’s story with Parker’ position shows that Ben does score on ‘awareness of 
the interrelatedness of democracy and diversity’. When asked in the third interview what 
else there is that makes our democracy democratic, he says: 
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[Living with] multiple cultures I would say. Everybody should be  able to express 
their own opinions. This then causes things to change. People can show things to each 
other, you could say. They can develop [themselves because of cultivating differences].

from this quote we can conclude that Ben perceives living with different cultures as an 
essential characteristic of democracy. However, while Ben does appreciate diversity, and 
considers it as part of democracy, he does not relate this to a responsibility on his side 
in the context of democracy. In the interview on democracy he states that he does not 
intend to contribute to democracy in any other way but through voting. As for diversity, 
Ben holds his elected representatives responsible for fostering political, social and cultur-
al diversity, thereby allowing himself to mind his own business. Parker (2003: 29) refers to 
this minimalist understanding of one’s own role as a citizen as ‘civic voyeurism’, which he 
defines as: ‘watching other people (representatives) act like citizens’. This attitude comes 
close to what Parker (2003: 3) referred to as ‘idiocy’, an idiot being: ‘one whose self-cen-
teredness undermines his or her citizen identity, causing it to wither or, worse, never 
to take root in the first place’. And, after referring to Aristotle: ‘Idiots do not take part 
in public life – do not have a public life. In this sense, the idiot is immature in the most 
fundamental way […]: the idiot has not yet met the challenge of ‘puberty’, the transition 
to public life’.

Would Parker consider Ben to be an ‘idiot’? Therefore we need to know more about 
Ben’s account of his responsibilities towards diversity. In the third interview, Ben artic-
ulates several responsibilities that people have for going about with different people in 
a respectful way. When talking about how people can fight disrespect, Ben for instance 
mentions:

By accepting each other more. You have the responsibility not to harass… to treat 
others with respect. Because otherwise people start judging you and this makes your 
life more difficult. Also, you need to be polite. Be nice to others... It’s the same as with 
stealing… A society needs people to be able to trust each other. If you steal or disre-
spect, you take away this trust. Finding a way to get along together, even when you 
have different ways of showing respect, or saying hello.

These statements show that Ben is aware of several responsibilities concerning managing 
diversity in public life, which suggests a development towards a more advanced under-
standing. When we studied Ben’s aspired participation, we also found that Ben himself 
does intend to accept others, be polite, and try to be flexible in his encounters with dif-
ferent customs in his own environment. This sense of responsibility does not extent to 
improving the way others/ our society enables people to engage in similar practices.

To get a better understanding of his thinking, we here discuss the arguments he gave 
during the interviews for not feeling a responsibility to contribute. During the second in-
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terview Ben explained that it is important for all people to relate to each other, in order to 
live together in a pleasant way and avoid hatred. Simultaneously, he argued that he does 
not need to act out himself, because people in the Netherlands are doing fine already:

In earlier days people thought of others as being less worthy. That’s not the case an-
ymore: people in school, in the multicultural neighbourhood I pass on my way to 
school, and in my neighbourhood, they treat each other well I think. Sometimes people 
make jokes about others being non-native… but these are for fun and well received.

Also, as we can see in the statement below – which slightly contradicts the previous one 
– Ben thinks that people have different responsibilities: (Some) newcomers for instance 
need to adapt more, while native citizens need to be open to change.

Yes, people still do discriminate a lot in the Netherlands, but one just has to discuss 
the issues they struggle with. For instance when an imam refused to shake hands 
when a female minister visited him in his mosque. This imam should adjust to the 
common standards, but these standards might change over time. One just has to 
check once a while if they are still accurate. 

Having parents with a Dutch background, Ben does not feel responsible to actively bridge 
differences himself. In his perception, he can stick to evaluating his worldview, being 
open to change, and engaging in discussions once a while. 

Ben expresses two more reasons for not perceiving a need to take active responsibility 
towards diversity: first, he has the feeling that problems will resolve naturally, in due 
time. He repeats this several times, for instance when in the second interview he talks 
about problems with several marginalized groups in the Netherlands. Here, Ben says: 
‘People just have to be patient. Conflicts will disappear over time’. Second, Ben considers 
conflicts as part of the deal: ‘They will always be there, because there always will be new-
comers, different people with different interests. So why bother?’  

In Teaching Democracy, Parker (2003) explains where observations like Ben’s, of how 
problems are resolved and what people’s responsibilities are go wrong: Where Ben attrib-
utes the disappearance of diversity issues to the fact that people gradually grow closer to 
each other, Parker states that people can only grow closer when differences are openly 
deliberated, instead of being denied or effaced. Parker thus would comment that Ben is 
insufficiently aware of the role of the people – including himself – in effectuating a de-
sired development. 

Investigation of the foundations of the discrepancies between Ben’s story and Parker’s 
position revealed other types of discrepancies as well. We for instance found that Parker 
and Ben focus on different types of action, and have different propositions on how people 
currently develop. Parker for instance writes about a responsibility to deliberate. Ben on 
the other hand, likes to engage in discussions with his parents, family and friends once 
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a while, but he does not consider this a necessity. This not only stems from his idea that 
conflicts will diminish over time, but also from his idea that everybody has already devel-
oped the necessary attitudes:

People just need to think about the consequences….that’s just something we do. We’re 
at a pre-university school, so everybody shows decent behaviour, and thinks (before 
acting). Everybody has learned to do so …from their environment and their parent.

Ben finds it ‘good enough’ to reflect on one’s own preferences, in combination with a 
basic respect for and acceptance of all kinds of differences. And while he does think that 
people in general should participate in society, he does not feel a need for more citizens to 
become involved in discussing or addressing societal issues. 

People should join political parties and start organizations in order to address 
things… this needs to be done by people who care about these things and who are 
able to develop their opinion and speak up… I would not. 

While Ben does agree that people should become active in the political domain, he does 
not have the feeling that everybody needs to be prepared for this job. Here, another dis-
crepancy shows up: Ben and Parker have different understandings of who should take re-
sponsibility. Parker suggests that everybody should learn to engage in deliberation, while 
Ben argues that it would be silly to demand that everybody can and should develop their 
deliberative skills:

Some people, who are fit to do the job, should decide for others. They can come up 
with solutions we would not have thought of. You cannot all start writing letters and 
discuss about what needs to be done. I do not have a talent for articulating my vision, 
or debating, or clarifying concepts. That’s not something I would like to do.

Our comparison of Ben’s story and Parkers position revealed that Ben has a smaller defi-
nition of which participation is needed; and who needs to engage in diversity issues. It 
showed that Ben and Parker have different understandings of how diversity issues evolve 
when one does not attend to them, and it showed how they appreciate engaging in delib-
eration practices differently. Where Parker sees deliberation as a practice that is directed 
to taking action in an informed way Ben sees having conversations as something that you 
do with family and friends, to develop your own opinion. Having conversations about 
which politics to pursue is his way of having a positive impact.  

10.3.3 How Ben’s story relates to Westheimer and Kahne
While Parker focuses on the need for deliberation, Westheimer and kahne (2004) focus 
on what activities people should pursue to act in accordance with a democratic way of 
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life. They state that democracy is first and foremost about addressing issues of social in-
justice in a structural way. Ben is very clear about this: he does not want to address issues 
of social injustice. This stems from his distaste for protests, actions, and projects, which, 
he imagines ‘go on endlessly, and are boring’. His sense of efficacy does not seem to play a 
role: Ben thinks that he could make a difference, if he wanted to: 

I can think of things that I could do. I could for instance have a conversation with 
people so they would feel better… that’s all possible, but not something that I would 
do. I do give money to beggars sometimes. It creates a moment of happiness for both 
of us. That’s kind of fun.

When discussing if one felt able to address a social justice issue, Ben talked about the 
procedural aspects of addressing issues in a democracy: writing a letter, and organizing 
or signing a petition. Still, he does not want to become involved in such activities, and 
he does not imagine he will ever need or want to do so. Ben prefers hanging around with 
friends. He feels entitled to spend his leisure time the way he likes it best.

Westheimer and kahne also argue that people’s willingness to contribute to society 
relates to their (un)awareness of when democracy and diversity are at stake. As stated 
before, Ben does not have any thoughts about this. When asked ‘Do you know someone 
who is worse off in the Netherlands?’ Ben says: ‘I do not know any people who are not 
doing well’. A similar response occurred when we asked Ben to imagine things that might 
threaten our democracy. ‘We simply have a democracy’, he replied, and: ‘Things are fine 
the way they are’. Ben’s statements reveal that he considers democracy as a fact, and as 
a system that works just fine: ‘I think the government is addressing issues quite well… I 
would not know… but I don’t have any problems, so I guess they do’.

 But what can be said about the way Ben does contribute? Ben does intent to conti-
bute to social relations. He feels responsible (as a good person) to reflect on the impact 
of his own behaviour when he hangs around town with friends. Westheimer and kahne 
categorize this kind of activity as belonging to a personally responsible citizenship: a  type 
of citizen that is helpful and respectful, the way you would like your neighbour to be. 
In terms of his contribution to democracy, they would comment that because Ben only 
wishes to participate in his own environment – when something comes along –, he ig-
nores his responsibility to actively look for ways to participate both within and outside his 
own environment. They would also criticize Ben for having insufficient knowledge about 
current inequalities and for being unaware of the fact that some of these inequalities can 
only be addressed when more people seek to change the status quo. 

As we outlined before, Ben has a different understanding of people’s civic responsibil-
ities. According to Ben, everybody has his own role. His role is to be a student, he argues 
in the last interview. Problems – like inefficiency of the police force – should be dealt with 
by people who are really troubled by it, or who clearly profit from it.



Bridging the Gap 183

I’m a student and I do not think I’m the one who should worry about how the police 
are doing their work. That’s not my task as a citizen. 
And: I’m not that troubled that I feel an urge to address things on this matter. Also, I 
won’t profit from it… maybe later, but on such a small scale that I do not really profit 
from it.

Ben’s understanding of who should take responsibility also relates to his interpretation 
of freedom: he wants to leave it to the people themselves to decide whether they want to 
contribute to democracy and diversity. Parker and Westheimer and kahne all argue that 
people like Ben need to develop a more sophisticated understanding of the responsibili-
ties that come along with being ‘free’. Ben on the other hand does not share their concern. 
He feels capable of making wise decisions, and he perceives no need to learn more: 

I had not thought about my attitude towards democracy before… We talked about 
it in school, but I do not think it is something I need to learn by heart. It is just that 
you develop your opinions from time to time, when something happens and people 
talk about it’.
And: ‘I developed into a reasonable and good person by myself. So there is no need to 
pay specific attention to that in the curriculum.  

Comparing the positions of Parker, Westheimer and kahne and Ben not only helped to 
reveal the discrepancies between their views on what democratic citizenship entails, and 
which kinds of actions they deem necessary. It also showed how Ben feels confident about 
his civic skills, and that he feels no need to develop his citizenship identity any further.

10.4 Conclusion and Discussion

In the last ten years, researchers have developed several conceptualizations of what a 
democratic way of life should entail. We think that it is important as well to pay closer 
attention to young people’s own perceptions of their civic identities in a democratic and 
pluralist society, why young people aspire developing certain desirable ways of partici-
pation and not others, and what more can be said about how they already do contribute 
to the democratic character of their societies. In this chapter, Ben’s story was compared 
with two theoretical positions on what democratic citizenship development entails. This 
enabled us to analyse the multiplicity of the civic self of one (young) citizen. Our findings 
revealed several discrepancies between the theoretical positions and (liberalist) students’ 
civic selves that might need more attendance in future studies and educational practices. 

Our analysis confirms the worries previously described by Parker (2003) and West-
heimer and kahne (2004) regarding the possible consequences of liberalist perceptions 
on the democratic and pluralist character of a society. We found that Ben’s account of 
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his responsibilities in a democratic society is rather limited: he does not feel a need to 
participate, deliberate, or appreciate diversity in an active way, and he does not intend to 
address social justice issues. Studying the background of Ben’s perception revealed that 
his limited understanding of his responsibilities relates to a variety of perceptions and 
intuitions. We found that Ben has limited awareness of the advantages that come with 
his relative well-being; that he frames his civic responsibilities in terms of ‘being a good 
citizen’; and that he is unaware of any societal justice issues that need to be addressed in a 
structural and transformative way. Like many people with a ‘thin’ perspective, he believes 
that because we already live in a democracy, everybody already has equal opportunities 
and equal rights. He also interprets freedom as being free to mind his own affairs.

We agree with scholars who advocate a ‘thick’ perspective, exemplified by the two 
positions that we discussed, that Ben’s attitude towards democracy is problematic for 
the democratic political system and for a democratic way of life. It is problematic for the 
democratic political system, because when many people feel this way, it is unlikely that 
people will appreciate – or vote for – representatives or parties who address issues of so-
cial injustice in a structural manner. for a democratic way of life it is problematic because 
Ben’s story shows little reflection of how democracy needs its citizens to care about others 
within and outside the personal sphere. 

Our comparison also shed light on an element in Ben’s perception that until now has 
received little attention in studies on democratic citizenship development: that Ben does 
not feel a need to develop his democratic citizenship identity any further, and that he is 
unaware of – and because of his age and current position in society – not interested in 
finding out about additional skills and knowledge that are needed to be able to live in 
accordance with a democratic way of life. According to Ben, he is reasonable enough 
to participate in a responsible way, and where Parker (2012: 4) states that since long we 
have learned that democratic citizens do not develop from thin air, Ben thinks that the 
atmosphere in his environment contains enough elements for him to sufficiently develop 
his citizenship identity and skills. 

While Ben’s citizenship capacities might have grown when he had become acquainted 
with the democratic citizenship programmes that have been developed or inspired by 
Parker and Westheimer and kahne, we expect that Ben would have been reluctant to en-
gage in deliberation sessions or in civic advocacy projects. At least in the beginning, since 
in his view these practices do not match with his own lifestyle. We therefore propose two 
complimentary strategies that might be more appealing to people like Ben: a) investigat-
ing deficits of current democratic societies, and b) investigating the subtle ways in which 
students already do contribute to democracy in their daily lives.

10.4.1 Possibilities for democratic citizenship education
Discussing democratic deficits:

Our results showed that while the theoretical positions of Parker and Westheimer and 
kahne are strongly driven by what they believe to be deficits of the current US democracy, 
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Ben had no concerns of such kind. This, among other reasons, makes that Ben does not 
aspire to contribute, or develop his citizenship in the way that these researchers desire.

Where the authors’ main focus is on developing young peoples’ capacities, connec-
tions and commitments to address the shortcomings that they identified, we think that it 
is important to take a preceding step as well by drawing students’ attention to the impact 
of problematic aspects of current democratic narratives, procedures and practices. 

Assuming that Ben is one of many students in the Netherlands who do not spend time 
investigating and discussing their perception on which elements undermine or trouble 
the democratic character of  their democracy, we think that investigating the weaknesses 
of current narratives, procedures and practices in general can affect young people’s will-
ingness to identify with the democratic process and to engage civically or politically in 
several ways: It can help them to develop a realistic understanding of the quality of our 
current democracy; to develop more realistic expectations of what different political and 
civic institutions can mean for them; and the other way around, it can help them develop 
a realistic image of their actual possibilities of invoking change in the civil, civic, and 
political domain.

Westheimer and kahne (2004) already argued that when young people have negative 
experiences with participating, they are less likely to become involved in future activities. 
We think that it is not only important to stimulate positive participatory experiences 
through democratic citizenship education, and through improving the receptiveness of 
civic and political institutions (kahne & Westheimer 2006), but also to help young people 
develop their understanding of the reality of current democracies; the limitations of their 
possibilities to invoke change; and to get a better picture of the part they already play in 
the ever ongoing project of becoming a democracy. 
 

Imagining and acknowledging subtle ways of contributing: 
Our research not only showed which participatory aspirations Ben did not have, they 
also made clear how Ben does want to contribute. Ben for instance thinks that he should 
make sure that people can trust him, because a democracy cannot work without people 
trusting each other. Also, Ben feels that it is important to appreciate change; he thinks 
that people should listen to one another; and that one should be open to arguments. We 
think that discussing the possible merits and difficulties of engaging in this kind of activ-
ities in a democratic and pluralist society should become incorporated in classes on dem-
ocratic citizenship education in the Netherlands. Incorporating topics like being polite, 
trustworthy, trying to be flexible in your encounters with different customs, not to judge 
easily, learning about complexity, respecting that people make different choices, and cop-
ing with your limitations – items that are generally categorized as self-efficacy (Bandura 
1997) –, and showing how these practices relate to a democratic way of life can help stu-
dents to realize how their experiences and practices in daily life are related to democracy.

Parker (2003) already argued that deliberation of civic issues can help students to im-
agine different strategies and outcomes for issues in the public domain. We suggest that 
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students also have to reflect on the interconnectedness of how they (can) deal with issues 
in their personal lives, and how they choose to participate or restrain from participating 
in civic issues at a local, national or global level. This might also help students to frame 
their civic or political talents in a positive way, instead of Ben’s ‘I do not have a talent 
for deliberation’. And it might help them realize which aspects of their personal coping 
strategies – and their equivalents in the civic or political domain – need more attention 
than ‘the natural development into a good citizen’ that citizens like Ben think they have 
already gone through.

Analysing Ben’s story confirmed the need for democratic citizenship education programs 
in countries like the Netherlands to attend to young people’s civic selves, their images 
of democratic deficits, and the different ways in which they already contribute. These 
items might well be integrated in the civil service trajectories that have recently become 
obligatory in Dutch education. While we value the fact that these trajectories intent to 
make students aware of the many ways in which one can contribute to society through 
voluntary work, and try to stimulate active participation, we think that the quality of the 
currently developed programs can gain from distinguishing between different types of 
contributing to the civil, civic and political domain, and critically examining underlying 
structures, as previously advocated by kahne and Westheimer (2006). On top of that, 
this chapter showed that it is also important to evaluate with students how their subtle 
contributions during these trajectories affect the democratic and pluralist character of 
their societies.   
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GENERAL CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

In the following chapters, we present our general conclusion and discussion. Chapter 
Eleven summarizes the insights that were gained in the theoretical and empirical studies. 
We describe which conclusions can be drawn about the type of democratic engagement 
that prevails among these students, and theorize about the different types of democrat-
ic citizenship that one can distinguish based on our research. In addition, we describe 
which key elements of thick democratic citizenship we can define based on our concep-
tual framework and which overall conclusions can be drawn about the complexity and 
multiplicity of democratic citizenship development, the gap between ideals of citizenship 
education and students’ citizenship aspirations, and the availability of the necessary spac-
es, discourses and infrastructure to also develop a thick type of democratic engagement. 
Chapter Twelve discusses the theoretical and practical relevance of our study. After our 
discussion of the strength and limitations of our study, I conclude this dissertation shar-
ing my imagination about the democratic citizenship education of future generations.
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11 Conclusion

In this PhD research we studied the lived citizenship of 27 adolescents in an urban area in the 
Netherlands. Main objective was to gain insight in the type of democratic engagement that 
prevails among these students. As such, we addressed several lacunas in research on dem-
ocratic citizenship development and education, amongst others that we know little about 
how adolescents themselves give meaning to their citizenship in a democratic and pluralist 
society and that certain aspects of thick democratic citizenship have received little attention 
in citizenship studies so far. A mixed group of students, aged sixteen to twenty, were select-
ed from two pre-university schools and two vocational schools in Utrecht City and their 
narratives about their citizenship in a democratic and pluralist society were collected in a 
cycle of six interviews. Primary analysis and further conceptual study led to the selection 
of four themes for further analysis: their narratives on democracy, the diversity issues that 
they identified, their citizenship efficacy, and their sense of their citizenship responsibilities 
in a democratic and pluralist society. In Chapter Two, we argued that these themes are con-
stitutive for a thick type of democratic engagement. Two additional questions were studied. 
first, we investigated these adolescents’ perceptions of the foundation of their democrat-
ic engagement. In particular, we investigated their perceptions of the influence of internal 
and external structures and their ‘citizenship philosophy’. Second, we explored discrepancies 
among student categories.

This chapter summarizes the findings and conclusions of our research. The first two 
sections resume the findings of the theoretical studies. Sections 11.3 to 11.6 summarize the 
findings of our empirical analyses. Given the exploratory character of our study, each section 
concludes with recommendations for further research. In section 11.7 we present our over-
all conclusion about these adolescents’ democratic engagement. We then describe the three 
types of democratic engagement that we came to identify based on our conceptual studies 
and discuss how each type influences the democratic process. furthermore, we describe how 
our findings contribute to knowledge and academic discussions about key elements of thick 
democratic citizenship; the complexity and multiplicity of adolescents’ democratic citizen-
ship development; their citizenship aspirations; and the availability of the spaces, discourses 
and infrastructure in formal education through which adolescents can develop their dem-
ocratic engagement. How our study contributes to existing concepts of thick and critical 
democratic citizenship is discussed in the discussion chapter.
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11.1 Five dimensions that influence one’s willingness to develop a democratic 
attitude

In Chapter five we presented a framework that distinguishes five dimensions that influence 
the willingness to develop a type of democratic attitude that resides with an inclusive and 
dynamic interpretation of democracy. This framework resulted from an explorative study of 
literature on key elements of a democratic attitude, a democratic way of life and the existen-
tial, psychological, and social processes that influence one’s willingness to develop a subse-
quent democratic attitude. Below, we list the five dimensions and underlying key elements: 

1. An elaborate understanding of the value of democracy and diversity for one’s own life 
 and for the common good: reflection, moral sensitivity 
2. Capacity: internal and external efficacy 
3. Active relations: commitment and connection 
4. The willingness to transform: open mindedness, doubt
5. The capacity to engage in dialogue: empathy, dialogical competences.

We argued that this framework contributes to existing research on key aspects of democratic 
citizenship since it focuses on the motivational aspect of democratic citizenship develop-
ment, and brings together elements that have been identified as key or troublesome for the 
development of democratic citizenship. As such, it also envisions the complexity of develop-
ing a thicker democratic citizenship attitude. 

What are the implications of our framework for conceptualizing thick democratic citi-
zenship and defining goals of democratic citizenship education? Based on our framework 
we argued that citizenship in democratic societies needs to develop the ability to critically 
examine and engage in conversations about the interrelatedness of democracy and diversity 
and the civic issues it experiences and identifies. We also argued that citizens need to discuss 
and gain insight in the interrelatedness of one’s attitude towards democracy and diversity 
and one’s citizenship experiences on each of the five dimensions. This framework was de-
veloped in the context of an exploratory study into the lived citizenship of adolescents in a 
democratic and pluralist society. As such, this framework was developed to contribute to ac-
ademic discussions about the complexity of democratic citizenship development rather than 
to judge people on their democratic development. In sections 11.2 and 11.8 we describe how 
our concept of thick democratic citizenship further evolved during this research project. 
In the discussion chapter, we also evaluate our framework based on the insights that were 
gained throughout the research project.
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11.2 Thick concepts of democracy and democratic citizenship

In Chapter Six we conceptualized thick democracy and thick democratic citizenship. Our 
thick concept of democracy was inspired by the concepts of thick democracy as described 
by four scholars in the United States and Canada who specialize in democratic citizenship 
education and scholarly debate on democratic deficits and democratic citizenship education 
in the Netherlands. It highlights three aspects of democracy that need attendance by citizens, 
civic organizations and the polity in order to cultivate the democratic character of a society: 
first that the democratic political system continuously evolves and is necessarily imperfect. 
Second that democracy is a culture which entails that people and institutions actively seek to 
appreciate and accommodate different voices on an interpersonal and structural level. Third 
that democracy is an ethos that acknowledges the presence of different normative frames in 
the civil and political domain, and the need to critically examine existing power inequalities 
and underlying hegemonies. 

What are the implications of our thick concept of democracy for conceptualizing thick 
democratic citizenship? In line with our thick concept of democracy, we argued that demo-
cratic citizens need to be aware that the democratic process needs to be nurtured by citizens 
on all three aspects. We argued that people need to develop their perceptions of their own 
responsibilities towards sustaining and vitalizing the democratic political system (aspect 1), 
to contribute to a culture that seeks to appreciate and accommodate different voices (aspect 
2), and to challenge existing and co-construct new hegemonies and underlying normative 
frames (aspect 3).

The framework of thick democratic citizenship as described in Chapter five only pre-
sents general features. further theoretical study is needed to specify what thick democracy 
and democratic citizenship implies on each of these features. In this context, we recommend 
conducting review studies on democratic deficits and concepts of thick democracy as iden-
tified by social and political researchers and political and educational philosophers in the 
Netherlands and internationally. furthermore, our framework of thick democratic citizen-
ship does not include the features of thick democratic citizenship on the other dimensions 
that we identified in our framework of five dimensions that influence the willingness to be-
come democratic citizens (De Groot 2011). More study is needed to further conceptualize 
key features on these other dimensions. 

Despite these limitations, we have argued that our concepts of thick democracy and thick 
democratic citizenship add to existing frameworks for democratic citizenship education 
(Bron et al. 2009; Johnson & Morris 2010; Osler & Starkey 2005). In the discussion chap-
ter, we explain how our thick concept of democratic citizenship adds to Veugelers’ (2007) 
framework for critical democratic citizenship, that has inspired the curriculum frameworks 
by Bron et al. (2009) and Johnson and Morris (2010), and which stresses the need to develop 
one’s autonomy and social commitment. 
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11.3  Students’ democratic narratives

In Chapter Seven we reported our analysis of how the democratic narratives of the twen-
ty-seven adolescents relate to a thick concept of democracy. We analysed the richness of 
their democratic narratives and how their concept of democracy, their comments on the 
democratic reality, and their appreciation of democracy relate to the three aspects of our 
thick concept of democracy: a political system under construction, a culture that aims 
for respectful relations and structural equality, and an ethos that implies co-creating and 
challenging hegemonies in a ‘multi-polar society’ (Mouffe 2005). Aim of this study was to 
gain insight in the type of democratic engagement that prevails among adolescents in an 
urban area in the Netherlands.

Data-analysis showed that while half of the vocational students initially had few narra-
tives about their perceptions and appreciations of democracy, some of them did share per-
ceptions and appreciations later on. The democratic narratives of half of our student sample 
contained a mix of thin and thick elements. Only few students had predominantly thick 
narratives. Analysis of students’ comments of the democratic political system revealed that 
few students referred to lacunas in government transparency and the power shift to pro-
fessionals, the international arena and international and non-elected institutions. None of 
them commented on the use of excessive violence and the introduction of un-democratic 
legislations by Western democracies in the follow up of 9/11 and the war in Iraq. As expected 
from research on the limited possibilities for students in the Netherlands and internationally 
to speak up on matters that are of their concern within school and the wider society (Biesta 
& Lawy 2006; Osler & Starkey 2005; kahne et al. 2008; Veugelers et al. 2005), only a limited 
number of students identified joint decision-making procedures in school and at work as a 
feature of democracy. Students’ images of possible threats were rather superfluous. In gen-
eral, they took democracy for granted. Analysis of students’ appreciation of democracy re-
vealed that students’ appreciation more often related to elements that reside with a thin con-
ception of democracy. In their narratives on their appreciation of democracy, these students 
only incidentally referred to the influence of democracy on how a society deals with civic 
issues, and on the quality of international relations. Most students could be categorized as 
‘modest supporters’: people who are in favour of a democratic system without feeling actively 
engaged. The intensity and background of students’ appreciations varied in each category. 

Our findings indicate that only a limited number of the students developed a thick type of 
democratic engagement. This can be explained by their personal interests and the cognitive, 
psychological and social developmental processes of adolescents in general. That part of the 
students did not talk about respectful relations and possibilities to speak up in organizations 
in the interviews on democracy suggests that the limitations of their democratic engagement 
also relates to lacunas in their democratic literacy. When students would have been intro-
duced to a thicker concept of democracy, and when they would have critically examined 
their understandings on all three aspects, they might have developed a more sophisticated 
and deeper democratic engagement. This hypothesis needs further study.
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In order to gain a deeper understanding of the democratic engagement and the demo-
cratic literacy of Dutch adolescents, we argue that it is important to gain more insight in ad-
olescents’ perceptions of specific deficits as well as possible merits of democracy. In this con-
text, we specifically recommend studying students’ perceptions of how these three aspects of 
democracy and related deficits influence their daily lives. Since vocational students reported 
more lacunas than pre-university students, including items on democratic deficits in survey 
studies like the ICCS (IEA 2007) might shed a new light on differences in democratic literacy 
among vocational and pre-university students.

11.4 Students’ identification of diversity issues

In Chapter Eight we reported our analysis of the issues that these 27 adolescents identified 
regarding living in a pluralist society. We studied the type of diversity issues that prevailed 
in their narratives, their interpretation of these issues and the personal distress that they 
experienced, and how their interpretation varied among student categories. In particular, 
we investigated to which extent students attributed diversity issues to the three types of cul-
turally embedded differences that Parekh (2000) has distinguished: communal differences, 
perspectival diversity and sub-cultural diversity, and to which extent the issues that students 
identified resemble the dichotomies between citizens in the Netherlands that scholars have 
identified (Leeman & Reid 2006; Sierens 2007).

Data-analysis led to the distinction of fourteen types of issues. Two out of three diversity 
issues which dominated in students’ narratives were further analysed: harassment by youth 
gangs and disrespect among people. This analysis revealed how students’ interpretations var-
ied among student categories. Comparing the different issues that students mentioned with 
the dichotomies that Dutch scholars have described revealed two alternative dichotomies: 
the dichotomy between students whose educational careers are frustrated because of family 
or health circumstances and students who can keep on track, and the dichotomy between 
students who feel comfortable developing their identity in a highly diversified environment 
and those who prefer a more homogeneous environment.

Based on our findings, we can conclude that students’ awareness of diversity issues is 
rather fragmented. All students in our sample were aware of one or more issues that relate to 
a limited willingness or capacity of citizens to treat each other with respect and limitations of 
current policies. yet, we also found that shared narratives about diversity issues in the Neth-
erlands were scarce. Except from a shared awareness of issues regarding the unwillingness 
or incapability of certain groups of citizens to show respect to others and a shared concern 
about misrepresentation of certain groups in the media and by Geert Wilders, the leader of 
the Dutch neo-conservative party (PVV), students only commonly identified harassment by 
youth gangs as an issue. This might be interpreted as proof of a healthy intercultural envi-
ronment in the Netherlands, which resides with the (traditional) image of the Netherlands 
as a liberal and tolerant country. However, our analysis of the students’ interpretations of 
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diversity issues also indicates that most students had rather nebulous understandings of the 
historical emergence of certain issues and the ways they are addressed by stakeholders. In 
general, our findings indicate that these adolescents’ perceptions of diversity issues largely 
stem from their own observations and information that they obtain from watching the news 
and documentaries. This impression is strengthened by the fact that while students did men-
tion having attended classes on cultural and religious differences, none of them reported 
having learned about diversity issues in the formal curriculum.  

Given our findings, we recommend further study into adolescents’ perceptions of spe-
cific types of diversity issues and how they vary among student categories and in different 
contexts. Our analysis for instance revealed that students’ awareness of discrimination on 
the labour market varies widely among the students, and that their understanding of ways 
in which different stakeholders have tried to address this issue was rather superfluous. Our 
analysis also indicates that the vocational students had a more elaborate understanding of 
and more experience with issues that occur in the labour market. This can be explained, 
partially, by their experiences as interns. further research into students’ perceptions on this 
particular issue might be a valuable way to investigate and explain discrepancies in students’ 
sensitivity to social justice issues and their understanding of the role of civil society in ad-
dressing such issues. We also recommend further study of adolescents’ stories behind their 
appreciation of living in a democratic and pluralist society. Our analysis of students’ ap-
preciation of diversity, which was not included in this book, revealed that students mainly 
referred to merits that relate to their personal development. They for instance told that they 
‘learned a lot’ from living with different people. Students only occasionally mentioned mer-
its for society at large, and for global relations. Only occasionally, intra- and interpersonal 
merits were translated into benefits for society on a meso- and macro level. Only one student 
mentioned the advantage of a culturally diverse society for her ability to contribute to more 
inclusive practices and procedures in society, in this case, to contribute to the development 
of culturally sensitive healthcare. further study is needed to gain insight in the representa-
tiveness of this finding for a larger group of students. 

11.5  Students’ sense of citizenship efficacy

In Chapter Nine we reported our study into how these adolescents made sense of and cared 
about their citizenship efficacy. In line with our thick concept of democratic citizenship (see 
Chapter Six) we investigated which domains dominated in their narratives about their cit-
izenship efficacy, which types of activities and influences dominated, and to which extent 
they referred to the moral dimension of their citizenship efficacy. Inspired by the work of 
Evans (2002), we also investigated their narratives about the emergence of their citizenship 
efficacy on three axes: their citizenship philosophy; the impact of structural elements and the 
impact of skills. Aim of our study was to investigate to which extent students’ sense of citi-
zenship efficacy resembles key features of a thick citizenship efficacy concept. In accordance 
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with our thick concept of democracy, we argued that democratic citizens need to develop the 
feeling that they can influence practices and procedures in the political domain as well as in 
everyday life politics; their sensitivity of moral components of their citizenship efficacy; and 
a sense of efficacy towards identifying, coping with, and challenging current hegemonies, 
power inequalities, and processes of exclusion and stigmatization in various communities.

Thematic and narrative data-analysis led to the distinction of four citizenship efficacy 
types: the civic efficacy type, the civil and political efficacy type, the civil efficacy type, and 
the passive efficacy type. This typology reveals that only two out of four efficacy types have 
the aspiration to improve their efficacy in the political domain, and that only one type cares 
about its civic efficacy. Students from vocational and pre-university tracks were equally di-
vided among the different citizenship efficacy types. While students from vocational tracks 
felt less confident about their capacity to participate, students’ sense that they could invoke 
change did not vary among educational tracks. Three other findings stood out: first, students 
rarely narrated about moral components of their citizenship efficacy. Second, none of the 
students mentioned participating in political projects like organizing face-to-face meetings 
with stakeholders. Third, students only occasionally referred to alternative, modest influenc-
es that they might undergo. 

Our findings suggest that the formal education trajectories that these students attended 
did not intent to help students gain and further develop insight in the limitations of their 
political and moral/citizenship competences, possible merits of engaging in civic and polit-
ical activities, and alternative valuable and achievable outcomes. further study is needed to 
gain insight in the representativeness of these findings for a larger group of students. fur-
thermore, we recommend further research into the prevalence of certain citizenship efficacy 
types across countries, contexts, and student categories. 

Analysis of students’ narratives also indicated that only few of the adolescents in our sam-
ple have been introduced to potential role models, people who already participate in the civic 
and political domains. In political science, scholars have proved the importance of experi-
ences and connections for the development of political efficacy among students (Beaumont 
2010). Based on her study of political efficacy programmes and their impact on the political 
efficacy of undergraduates in the US, Beaumont (2010) came to distinguish four pathways 
of political learning (for undergraduates). In section 12.2 we describe several recommenda-
tions for education that follow from our modification of these pathways in the context of our 
thick concept of citizenship efficacy. 

11.6 Students’ sense of citizenship responsibility

In Chapter Ten we investigated one student’s sense of his citizenship responsibilities. This 
student, whom we named Ben, was selected for having a predominantly thin perception 
of his citizenship responsibilities, and as such was representative for a large number of citi-
zens in the Netherlands (Veugelers 2011). Ben’s sense of his citizenship responsibilities was 
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compared with the democratic citizenship responsibilities as identified by two educational 
scholars who advocate a thicker type of democratic citizenship. Aim of the study was to shed 
light on the gaps between students’ citizenship aspirations and goals of citizenship education 
that reside with a thick conception of democracy. furthermore, we aimed to gain insight in 
the multiplicity of (young) citizens’ civic selves.

Analysis revealed several discrepancies between Ben’s civic self and the democratic cit-
izenship development that Parker (2003) and Westheimer and kahne (2004) advocate. It 
showed that Ben’s account of his responsibilities in a democratic society differed from a thick 
concept in various ways: he did not feel a need to participate, deliberate, or appreciate diver-
sity in an active way, and he did not intend to address social justice issues. Analysis of Ben’s 
narratives against the background of his perception revealed that his account of his respon-
sibilities relates to a variety of perceptions and intuitions: Ben displayed limited insight in 
the advantages that come with his relative well-being, he framed his civic responsibilities in 
terms of ‘being a good citizen’, and he was unaware of a societal justice issue that would need 
his attention. In line with people who adopt a predominantly ‘thin’ concept of democracy, 
Ben felt that everybody already has equal opportunities and equal rights. freedom was un-
derstood as being free to mind one’s own affairs, and developing one’s democratic citizenship 
was perceived as a private and facultative project.

On the other hand, Ben did mention various ‘low key’ ways of contributing to democracy 
that reside with a thicker conception of democracy. He felt a need to be trustworthy, because 
a democracy cannot work without people trusting each other. Also, Ben considered it im-
portant to appreciate change, to listen to one another, and be open to arguments. Based on 
these findings we argued that to facilitate the development of thick democratic citizenship, 
it is important to draw students’ attention to problematic aspects of current democratic nar-
ratives, procedures and practices. furthermore, we argued that it is important to stimulate a 
realist image of one’s citizenship competences, and to discuss how practices like being polite, 
trustworthy, flexible in one’s encounters with different customs, not judging easily, learning 
about complexity, respecting that people make different choices, and coping with your limi-
tations, can also be interpreted as elements of democratic citizenship.

Based on our findings we concluded that while the main focus of current literature on 
schooling for thicker types of democratic citizenship is on developing young peoples’ capac-
ities, connections and commitments to address the shortcomings that researchers have iden-
tified, it is equally important to also draw students’ attention to the impact of problematic 
aspects of current democratic narratives, procedures and practices. Second, we argued that it 
is important to stimulate a realist image of one’s citizenship competences amongst students. 
Third, we argued that it is important to discuss how practices like being polite, trustworthy, 
trying to be flexible in your encounters with different customs, not to judge easily, learning 
about complexity, respecting that people make different choices, and coping with your lim-
itations – items that are generally categorized as self-efficacy (Bandura 1997) – also relate to 
being a citizen in a democracy. Gaining insight in how these practices relate to a democratic 
culture can help students to envision the many ways in which one already does and can con-
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tribute to democracy in everyday life. Section 12.5 outlines the suggestions for democratic 
citizenship education that follow from our conclusions.

11.7 What type of democratic engagement?

What can we conclude about the type of democratic engagement that prevails among these 
adolescents? Section 11.7.1 presents our conclusions about their democratic engagement. In 
section 11.7.2 we present the three types of engagement that we came to distinguish based 
on our conceptual framework: a passive type of engagement, a thin type and a thick type. We 
then describe the general characteristics of the three types and discuss how they influence 
the vitality of democratic societies, international relations and processes of humanization.

11.7.1 Students’ democratic engagement
Based on our analysis of these students’ democratic narratives, their identification and inter-
pretation of diversity issues, their citizenship efficacy, and their sense of civic responsibility, 
we can conclude that few students developed a predominantly thicker type of democratic 
engagement. As our analysis of the students’ democratic narratives revealed, a limited num-
ber of students had developed predominantly thicker democratic narratives. Students only 
incidentally referred to democracy as a normative framework (ethos) and their narratives 
on thicker aspects of democracy were often fragmented. Most students took democracy for 
granted and had limited perceptions about how a democracy might be threatened or how 
one can vitalize democracy. And students only occasionally referred to merits of democracy 
that relate to the way civic issues are addressed and the quality of international relations. 
While students did identify various democratic deficits that reside with our thick conception 
of democracy, only few thicker concerns were expressed frequently. Likewise, the fragment-
ed nature of most students’ narratives on diversity issues and their nebulous understanding 
of policy measures in this regard indicate that few students had the aspiration to contribute 
to the democratic process in this context. And our analysis of students’ sense of their citi-
zenship efficacy revealed that only five students could be categorized as civic efficacy types: 
the type of student that feels inclined and confident that one can invoke change in the civic 
domain. While being a thicker efficacy type does not necessarily imply that one also has a 
predominantly thicker understanding of what democracy entails, it does show that few stu-
dents aspire contributing to respectful relations beyond an interpersonal level. 

We can also conclude that several students developed a very limited sense of democratic 
engagement. This is reflected in the lack of democratic narratives and the passive citizenship 
efficacy of several students, and their limited understanding of possible merits of democracy. 
Our findings on students’ appreciation of democracy cannot easily be translated into con-
clusions about a certain type of democratic engagement. Having a neutral attitude towards 
democracy for instance does not automatically imply that one has a passive type of engage-
ment. Our findings showed that one can judge one’s attitude towards democracy as neutral 



198 Adolescents’ Democratic Engagement

and simultaneously have a thicker understanding of democratic deficits and participate in 
ways that reside with a thicker concept of democracy.

When we had also studied the students’ sense of responsibilities towards democracy and 
the pluralist character of the Dutch society, their perceived contributions to democracy and 
their actual contributions, we would have been able to develop stronger conclusions about 
the type of democratic engagement that prevails among these students. Data collection and 
analysis of students’ sense of their current and previous contributions to democracy were 
not included in this study. We did collect data on students’ sense of their responsibilities 
towards democracy diversity and good citizenship. yet, these data have not been analysed 
due to the limited scope of this research project. for future studies, we do recommend data 
triangulation to gain insight in students’ actual and perceived contributions to democracy in 
accordance with a thick concept of democracy and discrepancies in this regard.  

11.7.2  Three types of democratic engagement
Based on these conclusions, we argue that one can distinguish between three types of demo-
cratic engagement: a passive democratic engagement, a predominantly thin, and a predom-
inantly thick engagement. What are the key elements of each type? And how does each type 
influence the vitality of democratic societies, international relations and processes of hu-
manization? These questions are answered in the below. 

11. 7.2.1 Passive type of democratic engagement 
Passive democratic engagement implies that one has a lack of democratic commitment. Pas-
sive types have few narratives on what democracy entails and how they and others can possi-
bly benefit from living in a democratic society. furthermore, they do not aspire to contribute 
to the democratic process: they are rather ignorant about how democracy evolves. This does 
not mean that citizens with a passive democratic engagement do not contribute to democra-
cy. Contributions to democracy, for instance trough engaging in political deliberation prac-
tices, can also stem from one’s more or less explicit interpretation of good citizenship. How-
ever, the passive type’s contribution to democracy is not a conscious act. furthermore, this 
type is probably unaware how one’s contributions influence the democratic process: whether 
one’s contribution frustrates or contributes to the preservation or vitality of democratic prac-
tices and narratives. 

How does a passive democratic engagement influence the democratic process?  As de-
scribed in previous chapters, educational researchers who depart from a thick concept of 
democracy have expressed several critiques that relate to this type of engagement. De Winter 
(2011) for instance argued that when citizens do not actively relate to democracy and guard 
the democratic process, democracies risks implosion. This ignorant type of citizen has also 
been the object of critique by political researchers. Bovens (2005) and Macedo (2005) for 
instance criticized the fact that the low democratic participation among lower educated citi-
zens threatens the representativeness of Dutch parliament as well as political parties and la-
bour unions. Important to note is that these researchers did not blame citizens for this lack of 
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engagement. In their view, government officials and citizens together have to shape political 
bodies and procedures in which all citizens can and want to participate. In the next section 
we describe three additional limitations of passive and thin types of democratic engagement.

11.7.2.2  Thin type of democratic engagement
A thin type of democratic engagement implies that one understands democracy as (nothing 
more than) a political system in which the people rule and people’s rights are protected by 
the constitution. It most likely also implies that one participates in accordance with this thin 
perception of democracy: one might vote, become a member of a political party, and/or 
participate in deliberative platforms. Advantage of this type is that it contributes to the for-
mal representativeness of a political system. furthermore, this type is probably more aware 
of the complexity of negotiating interests, and as a consequence, more realistic about the 
possible outcomes of deliberation processes and more aware of what politicians are doing 
well, and more reserved in drawing conclusions about politics in general based on messages 
of malfunctioning politicians in the media. Disadvantages of this type relate to their rather 
simplistic perception of democracy. first, they often perceive democracy as a fact instead of 
a historically developed and continuously evolving set of practices and procedures which is 
shaped and challenged by a continuously developing range of democratic narratives and oth-
er normative frameworks. Second, they perceive democracy as a neutral system in which all 
people are equally represented when everybody votes. Third, they have a rather dichotomous 
image of the separation of church and state. As a consequence, they believe that because we 
do not have a state religion, religion and other normative frames have a minimal influence 
on political deliberation processes and the type of legislations and policies that are devel-
oped. Or they argue that the equality principle implies that all religions and cultural frames 
need to be treated in the same manner, and that one can and should develop one uniform 
policy that applies for all. 

Passive and thin types also have a number of limitations in common. The first limitation 
concerns the fact that both types have limited possibilities to develop a strong appreciation of 
democracy. When one perceives democracy as a political and legal system, one misses out 
on several possibilities to appreciate democracy. Envisioning democracy as a culture of joint 
decision-making at home, in schools and at work and contributing to these cultures would 
enable people to develop a more sophisticated and more embodied appreciation of democra-
cy than the appreciation that one generally develops from voting in (inter)national and local 
elections. The second limitation concerns the blindness to the normative frames underlying 
current democratic narratives practices and procedures that is typical for citizens with a 
passive or thin type of democratic engagement. Because of their limited understanding of 
hegemonies and processes of power preservation, these citizens are less able to understand 
and envision ways to address their own citizenship situation. The third limitation concerns 
the lack of a shared framework and language among passive and thin types to envision an 
outlook for society that exceeds the parameters of particular communities. Because these 
types focus on shaping their personal identities and on protecting their personal freedom 
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and interests, they have developed few images on the kind of society that they want to live in 
and what it takes to contribute to this kind of society. 

11.7.2.3  Thick type of democratic engagement
Typical for thicker types is that they have a thicker perception and appreciation of democra-
cy and a thicker sense of their citizenship efficacy. In this section we outline several personal 
benefits of a thicker type of democratic engagement, and several benefits for democratic 
societies and relations amongst societies. To envision possible personal benefits of a thick 
type of democratic engagement we here list six possible benefits of adopting a thicker con-
cept of democracy. first, a thick concept of democracy enables one to imagine more ways in 
which democracy influences one’s daily life. This imagination process then enables people to 
develop a more embodied appreciation of democracy. Second, a thick concept can help to re-
interpret one’s understanding of democracy and one’s frustrations or appreciations regarding 
democracy and diversity. Third, it can help to envision new ways to influence current prac-
tices, procedures and narratives, for instance through participating in emerging grassroots 
and cooperative (virtual) networks. fourth, it can help to identify ‘small’ ways in which one 
can contribute to democracy, and as such develop one’s sense of citizenship efficacy. fifth, it 
can help to imagine and acknowledge the shared responsibility and authority that citizens 
of a democratic society have for developing a more humane environment. Sixth, it can help 
to imagine which competences and attitude it requires in order to participate in accordance 
with a thick concept of democracy, and which infrastructure is needed in order for these 
competences and attitudes to be of any use. 

Having outlined several personal benefits we now outline three possible benefits of a 
thick type of engagement for consolidating and vitalizing democratic societies. Each benefit 
relates to one of the three key aspects of our thick concept of democracy. first, when people 
are aware of democratic deficits, they are more likely to address them or support initiatives 
from fellow citizens than in societies where people have obtained minimal democratic, di-
versity, media and political literacy. Second, a thick democratic engagement implies that 
people actually try to contribute to a culture that enhances joint decision-making and equal 
structures, and develop the necessary competences to do so. The third advantage relates to 
the ethos of challenging and co-creating hegemonies in the multi-polar society. Citizens with 
a thicker type of engagement contribute to the development of an overall normative frame-
work and a ’shared’ language which enables citizens to discuss normative issues in society 
that relate to the presence of multiple normative frameworks as present in religious or cul-
tural communities, political traditions, and corporations. This type of citizens also develops 
the necessary capacities to recognize and deliberate about normative frameworks and issues 
and, as such, vitalize the multi-polar character of their society. 

In line with our thick concept, we argue that it is also important for a democratic commu-
nity that citizens develop a ‘public’ normative framework through which people and groups 
can share their interests, needs, and concerns, and reflect on the extent to which different 
interests are represented and acknowledged. Such frameworks or moral horizons (Taylor 
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1983) are already available in each society. yet, most frameworks, or the ‘exclusive’ breaches 
of these frameworks, either claim to represent a specific group like the ‘Dutch culture’, or 
they claim to be universal like the Christian, Muslim or human rights framework. What 
such frameworks lack is a ‘joint’ framework and language through which people within a 
political community, together with people who are affected by the practices of this political 
community, can discuss developments within and among normative frameworks and the 
possible value of elements in these frameworks for the democratic political system culture 
and ethos. Of course, the democratic framework is also limited and under construction it-
self, and might be judged as incompatible with a number of principles norms and values that 
are key to other traditions. yet, we argue that it has the potential to provide a more inclusive 
language to deliberate about (re)constructing democratic practices and procedures than po-
litical and public discourses on the ‘Dutch’ or ‘western’ culture and Judeo-Christian religious 
frameworks. 

11.8 Thick democratic citizenship

This section describes the key elements of thick democratic citizenship we came to identi-
fy. Next, we describe how our findings contribute to knowledge and academic discussions 
about the complexity and multiplicity of adolescents’ democratic citizenship development, 
their citizenship aspirations, and the availability of the spaces, discourses and infrastructure 
in formal education through which adolescents can develop their democratic engagement.

11.8.1 Key elements of thick democratic citizenship
Throughout this study, we further developed our understanding of thick democratic citi-
zenship. In this section, we categorize the key elements that we came to identify under three 
headings: democratic and diversity literacy, democratic participatory competences and efficacy, 
and a thick type of democratic engagement. These categories and underlying elements provide 
a preliminary overview, which highlights the key elements that we can distinguish based on 
our conceptual and empirical research on the first two dimensions of a thick democratic atti-
tude as identified in Chapter five. The three headings highlight how, in our view, thick dem-
ocratic citizenship development is not only about gaining democratic and diversity literacy, 
participating in one’s own environment and gaining democratic participatory competences, 
it is also about developing one’s democratic citizenship identity, in particular, one’s sense of 
engagement towards democracy. Our focus on the subjective dimension of citizenship devel-
opment is also reflected in our selection of key elements of democratic and diversity literacy 
and democratic participation and efficacy. In our view, these key elements will provide young 
citizens with the possibility to – also – develop a thicker type of democratic engagement.

Important to note is that this overview only contains key elements that relate to a thicker 
concept of democracy. Elements that relate to a thinner concept, like gaining knowledge 
about local, national and international democratic institutions and election procedures, and 
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being introduced to the Dutch constitution and economic social and cultural rights, are not 
included in this overview. furthermore, we like to add that this preliminary overview is 
meant as a framework for academic, public and (pre-service) teacher discussions about the 
complexity of thick democratic citizenship, and the extent to which one has one’s ‘citizenship 
situation’ (Biesta 2006) facilitates the development of thick democratic citizenship. It has not 
been developed to judge adolescents on the limitations of their democratic citizenship devel-
opment. In the discussion chapter, these categories and key elements that we distinguished 
have been translated into recommendations for democratic citizenship education.

Democratic and diversity literacy: In accordance with a thicker concept of democracy, we 
argue that democratic literacy contains several components. It implies that one has insight 
in the history and structure of (trans)national democratic institutions (a) and in lacunas of 
current democratic narratives, practices, procedures on all three aspects of our thick con-
cept of democracy (b), in positive influences of current democratic narratives practices and 
procedures on the development of social justice issues in the Netherlands (c), and in the-
oretical positions on what it takes to create democracies that contribute to humanization 
and sustainability within and beyond nation states (d). furthermore, it implies that one can 
recognize various democratic narratives (e); envision how thinner and thicker concepts of de-
mocracy influence people’s perceptions of their civic responsibly, the quality of interpersonal 
relations, and the development of social justice and environmental issues (f) and that one 
can (re)construct one’s own images of a good society (g).

Our study of academic literature on the interrelatedness of democracy and diversity and 
related citizenship responsibilities resulted in a thick concept of diversity literacy that im-
plies that students are sensitive to how their positionality influences their identification and 
interpretation of diversity issues (a) and that they have insight in the multiplicity of ‘diver-
sity issues’ (b). This multiplicity stems from the fact that there are always different parties 
involved, each with their own interests and frustrations. As such, diversity literacy also im-
plies that one can disentangle clusters of issues and the underlying positions involved (c). 
furthermore, diversity literacy implies that one can has insight in the historical cultural and 
socio-economical background of diversity issues and the way they have been addressed (d), 
that one is familiar with different theoretical discourses on diversity and underlying epistemo-
logical and ontological perspectives (e), and that one has a realistic image of the difficulties 
involved in creating a sense of belonging and efficacy in a pluralist environment (f).

Democratic participatory competences and efficacy: In line with our thick concepts of dem-
ocratic and diversity literacy we argue that it is important that citizens in a democracy learn 
to reflect on and engage in conversations with people in their personal environment about 
issues of social justice that they identify or face (a) and about the interrelatedness of democ-
racy and diversity (b). These types of conversations require the development of certain dia-
logical and deliberation competences. furthermore, citizens in a democracy need to obtain 
the necessary competences to identify and critically examine current democratic narratives, 
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procedures and practices (c), and dichotomous images of groups of people (d). This requires 
that one develops one’s moral and political sensitivity (e) and subsequent critical thinking 
skills (f). It also requires that one develops the capacity to communicate about issues that one 
identifies and/or faces with people outside one’s personal environment, with one’s superiors 
for example (g). Acquiring these competences also needs to go hand in hand, we argued, 
with a sense of efficacy towards addressing issues in the civil, civic and political domain (h), 
and towards engaging in deliberation with people in the civic and political domain (i). In 
the context of our thick concept of citizenship efficacy we specifically point to the need to 
development a thick type of micro-political efficacy (j), which implies that students feel that 
they can contribute to a more humane environment through engaging in everyday politics.

A thick type of democratic engagement: In line with our conclusions, we argue that next to 
their literacy and citizenship competences and efficacy, democratic citizens also need to de-
velop their democratic citizenship engagement. As our study revealed, being able to partici-
pate in the political domain does not automatically imply that one has an active appreciation 
of democracy and a concern about the democratic process. Developing a thick democratic 
engagement means that democracy becomes integrated in one’s lived citizenship, in one’s 
images of one’s civic self. This implies that one develops one’s democratic narratives (a), one’s 
perceptions and appreciations of democracy (b), one’s sense of civic responsibility towards 
democracy (c), and that one feels committed to contributing to the democratic process in 
everyday practices (d), for instance through participating in everyday life politics, through 
engaging in everyday life politics, and through co-constructing a culture in which one seeks 
to build relationships beyond singular affiliations. We argue that developing this type of 
democratic engagement is quintessential for the cultivation of processes of democratization 
within and beyond nation states. 

11.8.2 Complexity and Multiplicity of democratic citizenship 
Our conceptual and empirical studies have confirmed and added to several insights from 
previous research on the complexity and multiplicity of democratic citizenship. first, our 
study has illustrated how democratic concepts influence the classification of citizenship activ-
ities and development. On the one hand, our thicker concept of democracy broadens the 
scope of activities that can be categorized as democratic. In accordance with our concept of 
democracy ‘contributing to respectful relations among friends’ would for instance be cate-
gorized as a low-key contribution to democracy. On the other hand, it narrows down the 
scope of activities that can be categorized as democratic. And teaching students in orthodox 
religious schools that being non-religious means you are doomed and lost can be interpreted 
as being in conflict with a democratic culture and ethos.

Second, our study affirmed that a thick type of democratic citizenship is not easy to ac-
complish. Thick democratic citizenship contains many components and as Biesta & Lawy 
(2006) and Veugelers (2007) stressed before, the development of democratic participatory 
competences requires an environment that enables students to engage in certain democratic 
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practices and procedures. That few of the students narrated about deliberative procedures at 
work or in school indicates that these students developed limited competences to deliberate 
with employers, teachers or government officials. furthermore, it suggests that they obtained 
little insight in whom they can contact when their rights are being violated, and how they can 
communicate with their superiors in a constructive way. Likewise, our findings indicate the 
students had limited insight in networks and organizations that address the civic or diversity 
issues that they identify and experience.

Third, our study illustrated how people’ perceptions are not always commensurable. The 
same student can express his desire for immigrants from Moroccan origin to assimilate in 
one interview, and in the next express his wish for everyone to respect each other’s clothing 
preferences. Such contradictory positions can be partially explained by the fact that adoles-
cents have only just begun to develop their civic selves, and that human beings are not only 
rational beings. And, as previous studies revealed, adopting a strong normative position does 
not rule out such inconsistencies. In his studies among christian students in the Uk, Por-
pora (2001) for instance identified discrepancies between the christian values that students 
advocated, their perceptions of good citizenship, and their actual civil engagement and he 
investigated explanations for this phenomenon. Given the discrepancies that we found, and 
in line with Porpora’s research, it would be interesting to further investigate discrepancies 
among people’s citizenship philosophies and their actual citizenship participation in order 
to gain insight in the prevalence of certain inconsistencies and discrepancies among citizen 
categories in this regard. 

11.8.3 Citizenship aspirations
In chapters Nine and Ten we explored two internal variables that influence one’s citizenship 
development: students’ citizenship philosophy and their civic self-image. Which conclusions 
can we draw about the students citizenship aspirations based on those studies? Our efficacy 
study revealed that only one out of four efficacy types aimed to develop their sense of civic 
efficacy and that the passive types did not aspire to develop their citizenship efficacy at all. 
This suggests that a large group of Dutch adolescents might not see the use of educational 
trajectories that stimulate participatory competences or experiences. It also suggests that in 
order to organize meaningful learning experiences, it might be wise to also attend to stu-
dents’ citizenship philosophies in civil advocacy projects. 

Our study of Ben’s civic self in Chapter Ten revealed that Ben developed a rather opti-
mistic image of his citizenship development and a rather small interpretation of what auton-
omy entails. Typical for a narrow interpretation of autonomy is that one interprets identity 
development as a individualistic enterprise, and that one does not recognize and question 
relational and structural components of knowledge construction and competence develop-
ment. While we did not analyse other students’ accounts of their civic responsibility, our 
primary analysis did show that students regularly referred to themselves as autonomous and 
critical thinkers. In educational settings and in educational research it might be interesting 
to critically examine these assumptions with students. To which extent did one develop the 
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necessary competences to critically examine civic issues and one’s own prejudices? What are 
common blind spots? And where did one become autonomous and critical thinkers? further 
study of these questions and effective strategies to develop a more elaborate understanding in 
this regard might lead to valuable materials and didactic strategies for citizenship education. 

11.8.4 Necessary spaces, discourses and infrastructure
How can we explain the fact that several students initially had few narratives about democ-
racy? Practically all students in our sample had attended the obligatory Social Studies classes 
in their fourth year of high school. yet, while all pre-university students were able to at least 
reproduce some of the knowledge that they had gained in and beyond these classes, this was 
not the case for half of the vocational students. A possible explanation might be that pre-uni-
versity students feel more comfortable with abstract concepts like democracy. As such, and 
because of their intellectual capacities, they might face fewer difficulties absorbing the infor-
mation that they obtain. A second explanation relates to the quality of the learning environ-
ment. One of the students for instance recalled that her class was so noisy that it was impos-
sible to learn anything at all. A third explanation might relate to the fact that learning about 
democracy does not match with their personal interests and their professional ambitions. 
One student for instance argued that because she wanted to become a designer, learning 
about democracy was irrelevant for her. A fourth explanation can be that vocational students 
in general are more uncertain about their intellectual capacities, and as a consequence, more 
inclined to express what they do not know. This explanation also raises a methodological 
question: would students have developed different narratives when the interviews had not 
been conducted by a PhD researcher and university students? A fifth possible explanation re-
lates to family influences and students’ personal interests. Our study of students’ democratic 
narratives for instance indicates a positive relation between the richness of one’s democratic 
narratives and one’s engagement in discussions about democracy with relatives. In line with 
results from other studies (Haste & Hogan 2006), students’ personal interest in what is hap-
pening in society and worldwide also seemed influential. Our analysis of students’ interpre-
tations of diversity issues for example indicated that their understandings of diversity issues 
had mainly been informed by their own experiences and information that they obtained 
from the news and watching documentaries.

In this section, we want to discuss another influence: the extent to which the schools 
that these students attended facilitated their democratic engagement in the sense that they 
provided spaces where students can express and co-examine their citizenship narratives (a), 
offered a variety of narratives and discourses on citizenship and democracy that students 
can build on when examining and co-constructing their lived citizenship and democratic 
engagement (b) and provided an infrastructure that facilitates engagement in democratic 
practices and the further development of democratic narratives, practices and procedures 
within their schools and in the larger society (c). 

Our study revealed, amongst others, that half of the students had few democratic nar-
ratives; that most students developed a predominantly thin concept of democracy; that the 
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students’ awareness of diversity issues was rather fragmented; and that few students aspired 
contributing to issues in the civic domain. furthermore, few of the students reported that 
they had been invited to talk about their lived citizenship prior to the interviews, students 
rarely reported that they had gained insights on diversity issues in the formal curriculum, 
and few of them reported having been able to participate in deliberative platforms and com-
mittees within and beyond school in a meaningful way. Together, these findings indicate 
that their formal education has offered these students little space to express and critically 
examine their appreciations and understandings of democracy and diversity; they suggest 
that the students have only been introduced to a thinner concept of democracy in their for-
mal education; and they suggest that the schools that these students attended have offered 
few possibilities to practice their democratic skills and a critical examination of their sense 
of their competences. further study in an isolated case, for instance in one high school class, 
is needed to gain insight in how students’ developments and reports relate to the actual ed-
ucation that they receive. 

11.9 To conclude

Altogether our study into the lived citizenship of 27 adolescents in a democratic and pluralist 
society has revealed several limitations of their democratic citizenship engagement. As such, 
our findings indicate that formal education (and in society at large) in the Netherlands offers 
limited spaces, discourses and infrastructure for students to develop and challenge their civic 
self-image and democratic engagement. Our study also highlighted how education about, 
through and for democracy has an academic, a participatory and a narrative dimension. Giv-
en our findings, we argue that school managers and teachers (and politicians) need to reflect 
on the availability of spaces for deliberation and dialogue in schools, on the availability of 
the proper infrastructure to ‘do democracy’ and develop democratic participatory capacities, 
and the availability of various democratic narratives through which students can develop 
their civic self and democratic engagement. In particular, we argue that schools also need to 
provide students with the opportunity to develop a thicker type of democratic engagement: a 
thicker type of commitment and a culture of doing democracy that reside with and contrib-
utes to the on-going process of cultivating a multi-polar society. In section 12.2 we present 
our recommendations for democratic citizenship education in this context. We hope that the 
insights that were gained in our study will inspire teachers, school managers and politicians 
to discuss and further develop their pedagogical views, in particular their perception of the 
role of teachers and schools in facilitating the development of a thicker type of democratic 
engagement among future generations. 
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12 Discussion

This chapter starts with a discussion of the theoretical relevance of our study. After that, 
we explain the practical relevance of the study. In particular, we describe several recom-
mendations for democratic citizenship education that reside with our thick concepts of 
democracy and democratic citizenship. After discussing the strength and limitations of 
the study we conclude this dissertation by presenting our images about the way Dutch 
adolescents in the near future might give meaning to their citizenship in a democratic 
and pluralist society.

12.1 Theoretical implications

The theoretical relevance of our study is twofold. first, through gaining insight in the 
democratic engagement of these students, this study has contributed to the development 
of a research agenda for studying the democratic citizenship engagement of a larger 
group of citizens in the Netherlands and internationally in the context of the available 
spaces discourses and infrastructure within and beyond formal education through which 
students can develop their democratic citizenship. Previously, scholars like Crick (1999), 
Haste and Hogan (2006), Hurenkamp and Tonkens (2011) and Veugelers and Vedder 
(2003) have already stressed the need to investigate students’ opinions and perceptions of 
their citizenship. In this study, we identified certain themes in relation to students’ demo-
cratic engagement that need further study. We for instance pointed to the need to further 
examine students’ perceptions of the possible value of a democratic political system, a 
democratic culture of joint decision making and of stimulating respectful relations, and 
a democratic ethos of co-constructing a multi-polar society. In addition, we pointed to 
the need to further examine students’ perceptions of the possible value of living in a plu-
ralist society for their own well-being and the development of more humane narratives, 
practices and procedures. We argued that it is important to gain more insight in the type 
of  citizenship narratives, democratic and diversity literacy, and participatory and narra-
tive competences that students develop, and create, implement and evaluate curricula for 
democratic citizenship education that also facilitate the development of  aspects of a thick 
type of democratic engagement.

Second, our study has contributed to academic discussions about what thick democ-
racy, thick democratic engagement and thick democratic citizenship entails, and to the 
development of an analytic framework for studying adolescents’ democratic engagement 
in accordance with a thick concept of democracy. As such, our study has also contributed 
to academic discussions on the type of citizenship development that is prerequisite for 
a democratic and pluralist society to preserve and strengthen its democratic character. 



208 Adolescents’ Democratic Engagement

In Chapter Six for instance, we critiqued the limited conceptualization of democracy 
in existing frameworks for democratic and intercultural citizenship education, like the 
framework for minimal and maximal citizenship education that Osler and Starkey (2005) 
developed from a human rights and inclusive democracy perspective, the framework on 
critical citizenship education (Johnson & Morris 2010), and the framework for citizen-
ship education that has been developed by the National Organisation for Curriculum 
Development in the Netherlands (Bron et al. 2009). We argued that our thick concepts 
of democracy and democratic citizenship can be employed to further develop these and 
other curriculum frameworks that are built around the idea that democracy, or contrib-
uting to a democratic community, should serve as a key focus of citizenship education. 

12.1.1 Thick versus critical democratic citizenship
To illustrate the value of our thick concept of democracy for existing frameworks in dem-
ocratic citizenship education, we here discuss five differences between Veugelers’ (2007) 
critical democratic citizenship framework, which has inspired the curriculum frame-
works of Johnson and Morris (2010) and Bron et al. (2009), and our own concept of thick 
democratic citizenship: the point of departure of our typologies, the underlying concept 
of democracy, the focus on ‘actual’ or experienced citizenship, our focus on psychological 
aspects of citizenship development, and the place of diversity in our conceptual framework. 
We then explain how our concept can be used to further specify Veugelers’ critical dem-
ocratic citizenship framework.

The first difference relates to the point of departure of our typologies. for Veugelers 
(2007), critical democratic citizenship is one of the three types that he came to distin-
guish based on empirical and theoretical study, the other two being the adaptive citizen 
type and the individualist type. If and how the other two types can contribute to de-
mocracy as well is left inexplicit. key to Veugelers’ argument is that in order to vitalize 
democracies, one needs critical democratic citizens: citizens who are autonomous and 
socially committed. In our conceptual framework on the other hand, we identified thick 
democratic engagement as one of three types of democratic engagement: a passive, a thin 
and a thick type of democratic engagement. This typology enabled us to envision how 
citizens develop different types of democratic commitment and how they contribute to 
democracy in different ways. 

This brings us to the second difference: the concept of democracy used and the type 
of democratic engagement aspired. In his work, Veugelers has defined democracy as a 
political system and a democratic way of life. While Veugelers argues that citizens need 
to learn how they can critically participate in moral and political processes in order to 
contribute to the democratic process, he has not theorized extensively about key aspects 
of democracy or specific democratic deficits that citizens should address. Instead, his re-
search focuses on the type of contribution that democracies require: the type that engages 
in transformative processes and addresses structures that maintain and strengthen social 
injustice. In our study we further explored what thick democracy entails. This has led to 
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the conceptualization of democracy as a political system that continuously evolves and is 
necessarily imperfect, as a culture which entails that people and institutions actively seek 
to appreciate and accommodate different voices on an interpersonal and structural level, 
and as an ethos that acknowledging the presence of different normative frames in the civil 
and political domain, and the need to critically examine existing power inequalities and 
the underlying hegemonies. 

The third difference relates to the type of development that is highlighted. In his work, 
Veugelers (2007: 116) also stressed the need to facilitate students’ citizenship identity 
development through value stimulation and through ‘supervising the students’ processes 
of giving meaning to life’ and teaching students how they can ‘position themselves with 
respect to important ideological, social and cultural traditions’. yet, until now, Veugelers 
had not further theorized about the narrative component of developing one’s democratic 
citizenship identity. The key elements of democratic learning that Veugelers (2011: 32) 
distinguishes are: ‘developing a concern for others and appreciation of diversity, openness 
to jointly building agreements, stand for your own autonomy and critical thinking and 
action, and involvement in enlarging humanity and in building democracy as a perma-
nent process’. In our study, we have highlighted the role of narrative learning in the devel-
opment of these key elements. 

fourth, were Veugelers mainly theorized about the desired democratic citizenship 
development, our study also focussed on psychological processes involved. In particular, 
we explored the motivational component: what influences one’s willingness to develop a 
certain type of democratic engagement.  

The fifth difference relates to the place of diversity in our conceptual framework. That 
Veugelers’ critical democratic citizenship does aim to strengthen the democratic and plu-
ralist society is reflected in his plea for social commitment: to bond with people outside 
one’s own community. furthermore, Veugelers (2011: 32) explicitly considers ‘developing 
a concern for others and appreciation of diversity’ as a key aspect of democratic learn-
ing, and he has stresses the need for citizens to engage in transformative processes and 
address social justice issues in a structural way. In this study, we have further theorized 
about different ways in which one can appreciate diversity, about different ways in which 
one can interpret diversity issues, and about the difficulties involved in creating a sense 
of belonging and efficacy in a pluralist environment. In our study, these elements have 
been identified as key elements of a thick concept of diversity literacy (see section 11.8.1).

Having highlighted these differences, we here envision three ways in which our the-
oretical framework can add to Veugelers’ critical democratic citizenship framework. The 
first value follows from our distinction between thin and thick concepts of democracy 
and democratic citizenship. In line with this distinction we argue that it is also important 
to distinguish between thin and thick concepts of autonomy and social commitment. 
Narrow concepts of autonomy and social commitment are normative in a limited way. 
When conceptualized in a narrow way, autonomy simply refers to one’s ability to develop 
a personal perspective. It does not yet imply that one is aware of related moral and politi-
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cal processes, and it does not necessarily imply that one is aware of the relational nature of 
autonomy development processes. In line with our concepts of a democratic culture and 
ethos, ‘thick autonomy’ can be defined as an on-going process of developing – in relation 
with others and in a certain context – a sense of self and a sense of ‘shared authority’ 
(Thayer-Bacon 2008). Likewise, ‘thick social commitment’ can be defined as a process 
of challenging current commitments and underlying hegemonies, and co-constructing 
social commitment beyond communities. As such, they add to the current conceptual-
izations of the concepts of autonomy and social commitment in Veugelers’ (2007) critical 
democratic citizenship framework. 

Our distinction between thin and thick concepts of democracy can also add to the re-
search of scholars who have theorized about discrepancies between small and broad con-
cepts of social cohesion and community participation in terms of their contribution to 
the democratic character of a society. Annette (2003) for instance distinguished between 
community participation in a narrow sense, which involves participating in voluntary 
projects in the neighbourhood, and a thick type of community participation that involves 
participating in deliberative platforms that aim to negotiate about the interests and needs 
of a community with other communities and the local and national government. Where 
Annette theorized about a thin/thick concept of community participation in the context 
of democracy as a political system, we also theorized about thin/thick distinction with 
regard to democracy as a culture which entails that people and institutions actively seek 
to appreciate and accommodate different voices on an interpersonal and structural level, 
and as an ethos that acknowledging the presence of different normative frames in the 
civil and political domain, and the need to critically examine existing power inequalities 
and the underlying hegemonies. In line with this thick concept, we can also interpret and 
acknowledge contributions to the quality of interpersonal relations as ‘low-key’ contri-
butions to democracy. As our discussion of the conceptual frameworks of Veugelers and 
Annette illustrates, our concept of democracy both broadens and limits the extent to 
which different types of activities can be classified as democratic. 

The second value that we want to highlight is how our framework expands the range 
of developments that one can pursue in the context of democratic citizenship education. 
Where Veugelers’ critical democratic citizenship framework highlights the need to at-
tend to ‘actual developments’, we have stressed the need to stimulate the development of 
students’ democratic narratives in democratic citizenship education, and to help students 
understand the interrelatedness of their perception of democracy on their democratic 
engagement. furthermore, where in accordance with Veugelers’ framework one would 
focus on developing students’ autonomy and social commitment, our framework adds an 
additional component of democratic citizenship development: its narrative component. 
It for instance points to the need to help students’ evaluate the extent to which they ‘are’ 
autonomous, to identify moments in which they made an autonomous decision, and to 
reflect on their aspiration to develop their critical thinking skills and their moral and 
political sensitivity. 
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Third, our focus on psychological processes of citizenship development and on the 
way students experience and give meaning to their citizenship enables us to detect two 
themes that have received limited attention in Veugelers’ research so far: The first theme 
concerns the need to also attend to students’ sense of their citizenship efficacy. In line 
with a thick concept of democracy, we argue that citizenship efficacy should not only 
concern the question whether or not one feels capable of participating in the civic do-
main. It should particularly attend to the extent to which one feels able to engage in large 
and rather invisible transformative processes in an ethical manner, and to improve narra-
tives, practices and procedures in their own environment through engaging in everyday 
life politics. Second, we highlight the need to attend to one’s sense of democratic citizen-
ship responsibilities. In particular, we argue that thick democratic citizenship implies that 
students learn to locate their sense of their ‘shared’ responsibilities towards the democrat-
ic and pluralist society in the context of the available democratic narratives, spaces and 
infrastructure through which they can develop their sense of responsibilities. In general, 
where the critical democratic citizenship framework envisions an ideal development, our 
model of thick democratic citizenship highlights the fact that people always choose be-
tween a range of ways in which one can contribute to democracy, and the value of making 
this choice a conscious one. 

12.2 Practical implications

Since Dewey (1916) started his plea for democratic citizenship education in the first half 
of the Twentieth Century, international scholars have developed various trajectories and 
programmes for citizenship education that reside with a thicker conception of democ-
racy and/or contribute to a higher level of democratic literacy. The last decade shows 
an upheaval in the development of tools and programmes for citizenship education. In 
Anglo-Saxon literature, Parker (2003) and Morrell (2005) for instance contributed to the 
further development of methods that foster political deliberation competences. Hess and 
Parker (Hess 2009) developed a method to discuss controversial issues in class, and edu-
cational researchers in the US (Cammarota & fine 2008) contributed to the development 
of youth P0articipatory Action Programmes, that aim to stimulate academic success and 
emancipation of students from minority groups in the US. furthermore, educational 
scholars in the US and the Uk have contributed to the development of Civic and Po-
litical Advocacy Projects (Beaumont 2010; kahne & Westheimer 2006; Levy 2011) and 
frameworks for social justice education (Carr 2011), cosmopolitan education for human 
rights and inclusive democracy (Osler & Starkey 2005) and critical citizenship education 
(Johnson & Morris 2008). 

In the Netherlands, the ‘market’ on curricula and materials for citizenship education 
has been growing exponentially since citizenship education became obligatory in 2006 
(MOCW 2005). In this context, educational organizations and researchers have contrib-
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uted to the conceptualization and translation of world citizenship (NCDO), human rights 
education (Oomen & Vrolijk 2010), critical democratic education (Veugelers 2007) and 
peace and democratic education (De Winter 2011) to pedagogical views, instruments 
for self-evaluation, materials and curricula. furthermore, various organizations have de-
veloped more experience-based learning programmes which aim to develop students’ 
awareness and knowledge regarding human rights issues, and students’ competences to 
make a difference and critically examine their own perceptions and civic issues (Critical 
Masses; fort van de Democratie; Humanity House; Interculturele Alliantie; Masterpeace; 
Prodemos; Movies that Matter; NyR). However, both in the Netherlands and interna-
tionally the development, implementation, and evaluation of democratic citizenship 
education still faces a number of difficulties. Apart from difficulties that relate to the 
conditions in wider society that need attention in order for citizens to be able to use their 
citizenship competences and improve their citizenship situation (Biesta 2006; De Winter 
2011; Veugelers 2007), the National Education Council (2012) has also pointed to a lack 
of proper means for schools and teachers to further implement citizenship education in 
the Netherlands. 

In the recent report ‘Taking citizenship in education further’ (Verder met burgerschap) 
the Education Council (2012) advised the Dutch government to provide teacher train-
ings on how to develop a citizenship curriculum (a), to create platforms in which edu-
cational and scientific partners can further develop, implement, and validate citizenship 
education programmes and trainings (b), and to strengthen the focus on democracy in 
citizenship education. In particular, they recommended adopting ‘participating in a dem-
ocratic community’ as the main goal for citizenship education in the Netherlands (c). In 
this study, we contributed to recommendations b and c. 

Where in this report, the Education Council defined democracy as a political and le-
gal system and a way of life, we further explored theoretically and empirically what dem-
ocratic citizenship development entails when defined in the context of a thick concept of 
democracy. In particular, we contributed to the development of a theoretical and norma-
tive framework on democratic citizenship engagement. In the following, we describe the 
recommendations for democratic citizenship education that we developed from studying 
several themes that we consider constitutive for a thick type of democratic engagement: 
one’s democratic narratives, interpretations of diversity issues, sense of citizenship effica-
cy, and sense of citizenship responsibility.

12.2.1 recommendations for democratic citizenship education
The recommendations for democratic citizenship education that we developed from 
studying these themes have been structured under three headings: Thick democratic and 
diversity literacy, Thick citizenship participation and efficacy and Civic self-image and dem-
ocratic citizenship engagement. They contain suggestions for the development of curricu-
la, aims, materials and pedagogical-didactic expertise. Since we have stressed the role of 
citizenship narratives in the development of one’s democratic citizenship engagement, we 
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added a fourth section on narrative learning and citizenship education. In this section, we 
explore the value and place of narrative learning in formal citizenship education. 

The general argument underlying these recommendations is that people in a democ-
racy are entitled to gain insight in, and develop and examine their narratives about, their 
own socialization as citizens, obtain the necessary competences to improve the quality of 
their own ‘citizenship situation’ (Biesta 2006), and become introduced to and gain insight 
in their role in the further development of the democratic normative framework, which 
exceeds the normative frameworks of single communities. 

12.2.2 Thick democratic and Diversity literacy 
In accordance with our conceptualization of democratic literacy, as described in 11.8.1 
and in relation to the limitations of the democratic literacy that we found among the 
students in our sample, we specifically recommend the further development of curricula, 
materials and teacher strategies to stimulate a more sophisticated understanding of the 
democratic deficits that students already identify through discussing democratic deficits 
on all three aspects of democracy as distinguished in this study with adolescents in formal 
educational practices. Likewise, we recommend the further developing of materials and 
strategies to facilitate classroom discussions about the positive impact of current demo-
cratic narratives, practices and procedures on the development of social justice issues in 
the Netherlands. key to discussing the merits and deficits of current democratic narra-
tives, practices and procedures is that they need to be accompanied by an academic study 
of these phenomena. This way, for instance through participating in a seminar (Parker 
2003), which offers a structure to stimulate an informed understanding of a certain phe-
nomenon through academic study and structured discussion, students can develop an 
informed and co-constructed position.

Based on our conceptualization of diversity literacy, as described in 11.8.1 and re-
lated findings, we particularly recommend developing curricula for democratic and 
intercultural citizenship education that stimulate a more sophisticated understanding 
of diversity issues and merits of living in a multi-polar society. In line with education-
al scholars who stress the value of informed conversations (Parker 2003; Leenders & 
Veugelers 2004) we argue that that in order to challenge superfluous and one-dimen-
sional understandings, students need to gain insight in academic discourses on diver-
sity issues, related policies and initiatives by stakeholders. We argue that this type of 
education is crucial in order to provide students with the competences needed to crit-
ically examine and give voice to their concerns and appreciations regarding living in a 
pluralist society. Gaining deeper insight in the possible merits of living in a democratic 
and pluralist society and the issues that still need attendance in this regard, also enables 
students to further develop and challenge their appreciation of current democratic nar-
ratives, practices and procedures and their motivation to contribute to the democratic 
process. In section 12.2.4 we further elaborate on this aspect, and the pedagogical and 
didactic professionalism that it requires.
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Apart from stimulating critical examination and informed classroom conversation, 
we also recommend that schools explicitly communicate the democratic features of and 
processes within their school: That they help students to become aware of the elements 
of a democratic culture and ethos that are present in their schools, and that they engage 
students in the further development of a democratic school culture and ethos. This way, 
schools can exemplify what a democratic culture and ethos might entail, and prepare 
students for their role as democratic citizens in the larger society. Such practices not only 
serve the citizenship development of students though. They also serve the development 
of teacher professionalism and the pedagogical views of schools. This resides with Diele-
man’s (2007: 166) call for teachers and educational researchers to investigate, together 
with students, how schools can take up their role in the identity and citizenship develop-
ment of students. 

12.2.3 Thick democratic citizenship efficacy and participation
How can teachers and schools stimulate a thick type of democratic participation? In the 
following, we envision how, through citizenship education, one can enhance a thick type 
of democratic citizenship participation and efficacy. Our recommendations in this regard 
have been structured along the four pathways of political learning (for undergraduates) 
that Beaumont (2010: 539) has developed: 1) skill-building, political mastery experienc-
es; 2) models of political efficacy and involvement; 3) social encouragement, supportive 
relationships and networks, and inclusion in political community; 4) empowering and 
resilient political outlooks. Beforehand, it’s important that stimulating engagement in 
accordance with a thick concept of democratic citizenship and generating a thick sense 
of efficacy is not the only goal of these trajectories. Equally important, we argue, is that 
teachers help students to express and challenge their current citizenship philosophies, 
that is: the value that they attach to contributing to the democratic process, the value that 
they attach to being able to contribute, and the value that they attach to increasing – or 
challenging – their participatory competences and their sense of efficacy. Likewise, it is 
equally important that students learn to give meaning to and share previous experiences 
and perceptions that underlie their current democratic engagement and their current 
sense of citizenship efficacy. In the democratic engagement section, we further elaborate 
on this aspect.

In accordance with the first pathway, schools can stage experiences through which 
students gain an increased sense of efficacy towards managing conflicts and building re-
spectful relations in the civil domain. In Beaumont’s empirical research (2010), students 
also mentioned this kind of influences. yet, where Beaumont interpreted ‘one’s sense that 
one can build relationships with people’ as a valuable side effect of political involvement, 
we consider students’ sense of citizenship efficacy towards influencing interpersonal rela-
tions as an aspect of one’s democratic citizenship as well. In addition, schools can organ-
ize experiences in which students develop a sense of efficacy towards addressing social 
justice issues within or beyond their own school or religious communities. In particular, 
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schools can stimulate students’ ‘micro-political literacy’ through promoting experiences 
that help students gain insight in their positionality and in the hegemonies and power 
inequalities behind current practices and procedures in schools, and the way these condi-
tions can be influenced (Veugelers & Schuitema 2012). Important to note in this context 
is that we do not only talk about the students’ confidence that they can enhance their 
own well-being through engaging in everyday life politics, but that we specifically want 
to encourage experiences that foster a sense of efficacy towards improving the well-being 
of people outside their own environment. In this, our concept of micro-political liter-
acy differs from the concept as used by kelchtermans and Ballet (2005), who focus on 
political-self-efficacy. To foster a type of ‘micro-political-efficacy’ that aims to enhance 
humane practices, children in the higher levels of primary education and in secondary 
education might for instance be invited to imagine what a child who newly arrives in the 
Netherlands would need in order to feel welcome in their school, and how the different 
stakeholders in school – fellow students, teachers, parents, and school leaders – could 
facilitate these needs.  

In accordance with the second pathway, schools can invite models of civil and civic 
efficacy and involvement, for instance people who have been involved in the creation of 
alternative grassroots power networks or who have sought to address civic issues through 
existing channels, both of which are quintessential for a democracy to remain vital (Tully 
2010). What we would add, given our findings, is the importance of attending to the mor-
al dimension of setting goals and developing strategies for change. This recommendation 
resembles the recommendations that Sieckelinck (2009) has made in the context of his 
philosophical study on education for ideals. yet, where Sieckelinck adopted a rationalist 
approach, challenging teachers to help their students search for reasonable strategies, we 
also highlight the need for teachers to help their students attend to relational and power 
components when discussing the ethics of citizenship participation in certain contexts.

In accordance with the third pathway, schools can create a school community in 
which students can speak up and learn to use their voice. Various tools, frameworks, 
methods and school wide programmes that aim to install active democratic engagement 
and the necessary architecture for such engagement for students have already been de-
veloped (De Winter 2011; Oomen & Vrolijk 2010; Osler & Starkey 2005; Watson et al. 
1998). A possible starting point to practice with participatory citizenship in existing bod-
ies and programmes that foster citizenship participation and efficacy in the Netherlands, 
besides the traditional student council, is the facultative civil service learning trajectory 
in the Netherlands. Through engaging students in the evaluation of the quality of such 
programmes and through regular internships and reporting back about the adjustments 
and strategies that follow from their evaluations, teachers can create a culture in which 
students actively contribute to the further development of the curriculum and teacher 
professionalism through sharing experiences. One can also imagine a structure in which 
students become actively involved in next year’s programme. Such a structure enables 
students to learn about and become involved in decision-making procedures. In this con-
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text, teachers can also help their students to analyse the different decision-making pro-
cedures and cultures in organizations that students are familiar with, and they can help 
students gain insight in the different theoretical positions that underlie these structures, 
and critically examine current practices in the context of democratic theories on shared 
decision making, shared authority, and theories on a democratic culture of searching for 
inclusion and being sensitive to power inequalities as developed by political philosophers.

The fourth pathway concerns facilitating students’ imaginations of empowering and 
of resilient political outlooks. In the above, we already referred to the need to help stu-
dents realize how politics is part and parcel of their everyday lives, and to help them im-
agine about small gains that they might accomplish in the political domain. As Beaumont 
(2010: 550) argued: ‘promoting political efficacy often entails promoting more positive 
political outlooks and finding ways to reduce the kind of cynicism, apathy, distaste, and 
hopelessness young people and adults often feel toward all things political, even the term 
politics itself ’. And, referring to Gutmann (1987), she (ibid.: 550) states : ‘Cultivating a 
political outlook that is hopeful, empowering, and resilient involves promoting balanced 
optimism and realistic commitment that continued efforts are important, and that they 
contribute to meaningful political change and progress toward democratic ideals’. Devel-
oping and implementing programmes like these would have made it less likely that only 
five out of the 27 sixteen to twenty year olds identified joint decision-making procedures 
and practices as a feature of democracy. It would also make it less likely that students 
consider participating in a protest a waste of time and not in sync with their life-style. 

Overall, we argue that a thicker concept of democracy can be helpful for schools and 
teachers to evaluate how they currently facilitate the development of capacities to do 
democracy that reside with a thick type of democratic citizenship: to which extent they 
help students envision the limitations and possibilities of current deliberation practices 
and procedures in the political domain, to which extent they provide adolescents with a 
realist image of how one can influence political deliberation practices and procedure, and 
to which extent they stimulate imagination of ‘small’ or alternative gains of citizenship 
participation, for instance the sense of ‘dignity, community, and solidarity’ (Beaumont 
2010: 554) that can result from participating in civic institutions.

furthermore, we argue that the programmes that we recommended, as outlined in the 
above, significantly differ from the mere presence of a student council and civil-service 
learning trajectories that stimulate political participation in a technical manner and as 
a ‘neutral’ goal. Instead, they reside with the plea of Oelkers (2000) for ‘subject-related 
learning’ next to experience based education, and the plea of Leenders and Veugelers 
(2004) for value stimulating education next to value communication and clarification. 
In this context, Leenders and Veugelers (2004) already argued that introducing demo-
cratic decision-making processes should be accompanied with subject-specific content 
and value orientation and stimulation. This requires from teachers that ‘they function as 
a mediator of norms and values, as a participant in the interactive meaning making pro-
cesses of students, as participant in the debate about the awareness of the own values and 
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shared values, and as representative of certain culturally embedded perspectives’ (ibid.: 
373). Our findings suggest that their argument is still very relevant for the development 
of participatory learning trajectories in formal education, and the need to foster teacher 
competences on stimulating citizenship development and a democratic school culture 
and environment in the teacher education of all teachers.

Previously, Dieleman (2007) and Biesta (2006) already argued that citizenship should 
be integrated on all school levels. Citizenship should not only be offered in separate class-
es, but schools need to develop practices and procedures through which students can 
become familiar with different ways in which they can participate and through which 
they can obtain democratic citizenship competences. Based on our study, we argue that it 
is not only important to create more possibilities for student participation that level with 
students’ ‘lived experience’ (Dieleman 2007). It is also important to create spaces in which 
students can shape and further develop their lived citizenship, and more specifically, their 
democratic engagement. This theme is further explored in the next section.

12.2.4 Civic self-image and democratic citizenship engagement
Our empirical studies revealed that few students had narrated about their citizenship and 
their democratic engagement prior to the interviews. This indicates that current (demo-
cratic) citizenship programmes in general forefront development of knowledge, attitudes, 
and competences rather than development of lived citizenship or civic-self-images. The 
development of students’ perceptions and appreciations during the interviews also re-
vealed how co-constructing citizenship narratives with students can influence their civic 
self-image and their perceptions and appreciations of democracy. This raises the question 
how we can, and whether or not we should, employ narrative learning in the context of 
formal (democratic citizenship) education.

In current educational practices, and in accordance with social-constructivist learn-
ing theory, students’ narratives or ‘lived experiences’ are increasingly used to arouse in-
terest in a certain topic and to develop knowledge, attitudes or capacities on a certain 
topic. However, we argue that narrative learning, more commonly referred as ‘developing 
one’s self-identity’, can and should also be acknowledged as a goal of formal education 
in itself. This idea is not new. In the Netherlands, identity development has for instance 
been defined as one of the three domains of citizenship education (Bron 2006). However, 
the extent to which (citizenship) identity development is actually integrated in the formal 
and operational curriculum varies widely among schools. 

When one starts theorizing about the value and place of narrative learning in formal 
education, it is important to distinguish between different types and goals of narrative 
learning. In addition, it is important to distinguish between narrative learning in class-
room settings and group therapy or indoctrination in accordance with a certain ideology. 
What kind of narrative learning do we have in mind? Which pitfalls need to be accounted 
for? And which tools and competences do teachers need to obtain in order to facilitate 
the development of citizenship narratives in an ethical manner and in line with a dem-
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ocratic ethos? Answering these questions requires further study. yet, our empirical and 
theoretical study does enable us to delineate some preliminary answers.

12.2.5 Narrative learning in citizenship education
Narrative inquiry has become a popular research ‘method’ in healthcare, clinical psy-
chology and humanist counselling. In addition, there is a renewed interest in narratives 
as pedagogical sites of learning. from the range of work that is inspired by, or in sync 
with Bruner’s (1986) understanding of learning as a culturally embedded act of shared 
meaning making, we here build on the work of Goodson (2013) and Goodson and Gill 
(2011) to delineate the possible strategies and benefits of deploring narrative learning in 
democratic citizenship education.

Both scholars have theorized about the role of narratives in meaning making pro-
cesses and the development of self-identity, or ‘narrative self ’ in high modern societies. 
Based on their narrative theory, Goodson and Gill (2011) have also identified various 
components of narrative learning. In this section, we describe three key aspects of their 
narrative theory and their theoretical work on narrative learning and theorize about its 
value for the development of civic-self-images and democratic citizenship engagement in 
formal education settings. 

The first aspect is their distinction between three types of narrative learning: learning 
from narratives, learning in the process of narrating, and learning in the ongoing con-
struction of the life story (ibid.: 72). These types help us delineate various ways in which 
narrative learning can contribute to the development of people’s civic self-images and 
their (democratic) citizenship engagement. Becoming familiar with other people’s narra-
tives about their lived citizenship can help students envision possible sources for personal 
meaning making and possible contributions to humanization process. The second type 
of learning, the process of narrating, is also a process of structuring different storylines 
and voices. In citizenship education, such processes can for instance help people to de-
velop and challenge their sense of civic-self. Third, through developing one’s citizenship 
story one can reflect upon and further develop the values that prevail in one’s sense of 
citizenship responsibilities. Developing one’s citizenship story can also help to delineate 
alternative courses of action. 

The second aspect is the distinction between a ‘life story’ and a ‘life history’ (Goodson 
(Goodson & Sikes 2001; Goodson 2013). We consider this distinction relevant, because 
it can help to distinguish between different types and qualities of citizenship stories. The 
life story can be characterized as the story that people develop about themselves. Typical 
about life stories, Goodson (2013) argues, is that they are often self-concentrated. They 
sketch a highly personal account, and often provide limited accounts of how a person 
has mediated key historical, economic and cultural developments. key to the life history 
on the other hand is that it provides the narrator with a located story: a story in which 
the narrator has positioned him or herself in the context of several roles, also referred as 
‘scripts’ and key elements in the historical, socio-economic and political context of one’s 
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story. This also implies that the narrator gains insight in how he has ‘refracted’ (Goodson 
& Lindblad 2011) various contexts. Students, teachers and school managers in this con-
text can reflect on how they have interpreted for example the educational discourse that 
urges students to obtain a degree in higher education, how they have responded to this 
discourse and contributed to its further refraction and the development of (alternative) 
educational practices and discourses. In line with our thicker concepts of democracy and 
democratic literacy, one might argue that students need to develop their citizenship ac-
counts into life histories. This can be defined as a goal in itself, since it enables students to 
develop a more elaborate understanding of who they are and how they have mediated key 
historical and socio-economic features of their context.  Narrative learning in this context 
can also be defined as a method to stimulate a certain aspect of students’ citizenship de-
velopment, for instance their understanding of socialization processes.

The third aspect that we deem relevant for delineating possibilities narrative learning 
in the context of citizenship education is the distinction of four narrative typologies and 
related narrative capital (Goodson & Gill 2011: 59), and the assumption that both nar-
rative characters and narrative capacities can transform through interventions (by the 
researchers), depending on contextual influences like participants’ experiences, relation-
ship with researchers and teachers and the classroom climate. This distinction is highly 
relevant for various reasons. first, it enables us to imagine possibilities and limitations of 
narrative learning styles for the development of civic self-images and democratic citizen-
ship engagement. Second, it enables us to envision alternative goals of citizenship educa-
tion and subsequent teaching strategies. Third, it helps to discuss the ethical components 
of narrative learning and citizenship curricula that aim to facilitate the development of 
civic-self-images and democratic engagement. 

a) Narrative capital and democratic engagement
Narrative capital can be defined as ‘an armoury of narrative resources with which we not 
only render accounts but flexibly respond to the transitions and critical events which 
comprise our lives and equip us to actively develop courses of action and learning strat-
egies’ (Goodson 2013: 63). In this section, we outline several key features of the four 
narrative types and related narrative capacities that Goodson (2013) came to distinguish 
based on his life histories research, and theorize about its implications for the democratic 
engagement that people with different narrative competences develop and the limitations 
of narrative learning in this regard.

Typical for the first narrative type, the scripted describers, is that their stories centre 
around a script that is offered by society. This script can relate to one’s socio-econom-
ic background, one’s ethno-cultural background, or one’s professional identity. for the 
scripted describers these scripts offer closed opportunities for understanding the self. As 
such, they provide little support in the development of learning strategies and alternative 
courses of action. As a consequence, they lack the narrative capacity that would enable 
them to develop these alternatives. The second type, the ‘armchair elaborators’ display 
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more sophisticated and reflexive narratives. However, their reflections have a ‘circular 
tendency’ (Goodson 2013: 88) and as such do not help to delineate alternative courses 
of action. While this type often reflects and further develops their sense of self, their 
narrative capacity is limited in that it does not enable this type to develop new learning 
strategies and envision other courses of action. The stories of the third type, the multiple 
descriptors, reflect ‘an open exploration and a continuous process of aspiration and be-
coming’ (ibid.: 95). yet, they typically centre around one particular type of script, for in-
stance one’s home, ethnic identity or professional call. While their script is a ‘mobile’ one, 
a script that continuously and significantly evolves during the life course, ‘their narrative 
capital is less substantial when exploring other possible narrative futures’ (95). The fourth 
narrative type is the focused or autonomous elaborator. This type is eager ‘to break away 
from inherited scripts or established patterns of socialization’ (96), and as such engages 
in narrative or reflexive processes on a regular basis. Typical for the focused elaborator is 
that his ‘self-defined narrative leads to a course of action, a new pattern of learning and a 
successfully achieved identity project, sometimes in the form of a vocation’ (96). 

Important to note with regard to this typology, is that Goodson does not consider this 
typology to be a hierarchic one, nor does he believe it to be an absolute one. In the ongo-
ing process of narrating and (re)construction one’s life stories, one’s narrative capacities 
can change in multiple ways. furthermore, Goodson argues, one’s narrative style can shift 
in the course of a life event. Especially among people with a multiplicity of narratives, he 
(114) identified ‘episodic patterns’, periods in time in which people deplore a narrative 
style that fits with a certain moment in the life course, for instance during a period of 
‘floating’, in which one has (been forced to) let go of one’s ‘sense of core identity’.

Based on Goodson’s distinction of these four narrative types we can expect people 
with different narrative competences to develop different types of democratic engage-
ment. The first narrative type for example will probably adopt a sense of commitment 
that either rejects or embraces the dominant script, e.g. the ‘thin’ conception of democ-
racy. The second type will probably contain a personalized and reflexive account of one’s 
civic self and a more personalized and reflexive account of one’s democratic commitment. 
What the citizenship narratives and democratic commitment of first and the second type 
probably have in common is that they provide limited support for the development of 
alternative ways of doing democracy. furthermore, types one and three lack the narrative 
capacity that enables them to envision alternative modes of action and learning strategies. 
Given their current narrative styles and capacities it is unlikely that these two types will 
develop alternative courses of doing democracy from further developing their live sto-
ries, even when they develop their life stories into ‘life histories’. 

b) Different narrative styles and related goals and strategies for citizenship education
Can one’s narrative capacity be influenced? And is it advisable to develop people’s nar-
rative capacities and their personal and citizenship stories in formal education settings? 
In the last two sections, we discuss insights and ethical questions regarding strategies for 
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narrative learning and the possibility and desirability of narrative learning for developing 
civic self-images and democratic citizenship engagement. 

Goodson’s distinction of different narrative types stems from his study of adult sto-
ries. Whether such typologies can already be identified in the narrating processes and 
stories of adolescents is a topic that needs further study. In the meantime, several goals 
and strategies for citizenship education can be derived from his distinction of different 
narrative styles and related capacities. The first goal is to investigate, with students, the 
characteristics of their own life stories and their narrative capital. What conclusions can 
they draw about their current narrative capital, and what are the (dis)advantages of dif-
ferent types of narrative capital? Secondly, students can train certain analytic and narra-
tive competences. They can for instance learn to identify the key scripts in their stories, 
analyse the extent to which they have simply adopted such scripts or adapted them, and 
explore alternative scripts. 

 Crucial for teachers in this context is to envision how such joint inquiries can be 
conducted in a safe and ethical manner, that is, in a way that diminishes the chance that 
students will use insights from other students to gain popularity at the expense of others. 
A first strategy in this regard might be to start with one’s own story as an example, and to 
point at the limitations of each type and the value of learning from insights on the limi-
tations of one’s current narrative capacity. A second measure that we would recommend 
is selecting a particular aspect of one’s life story for joint inquiry. Narrating about one’s 
civic-self might be particularly suitable in this context because adolescents often have 
limited accounts of their citizenship. Third, it is important to start with exercises that 
help students to develop the proper capacities to engage in respectful collaborative learn-
ing practices in the first place. This implies gaining listening skills, learning to formulate 
feedback in a constructive way, and learning to receive feedback.

The strategies outlined above contain only the first parameters of a possible teacher 
guide. future study is required to gain more insight on relevant methods and teacher 
strategies for the development adolescents’ narrative capacities and their capacities to 
give meaning to their citizenship, (re)position themselves and develop their civic selves. 
Gaining more insight in the possible influence of – yet to develop – curricula that help 
students develop their lived citizenship, in particular their democratic engagement would 
require conducting longitudinal effect studies. Such studies could also provide insight in 
commonalities and discrepancies of the development of students’ citizenship narratives, 
and insight in how narrative learning outcomes are influenced by contextual influences, 
like the narrative culture at home and in their personal environment.

c) Ethical components of narrative learning and related goals of citizenship education
In the previous section, we outlined several strategies through which teachers can employ 
narrative learning in an ethical manner in formal education settings. In this last section 
we discuss a general ethical concern with regard to employing narrative learning and 
identity development in formal educational settings: the danger of colonizing students’ 
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narrative processes and as such, their identity development. for this discussion, we use 
arguments from research on narrative learning and research on humanist education and 
moral and democratic citizenship education.

In their book on narrative learning, Goodson et al. (2010: 133) argued that ‘because 
[narrative learning] is a highly personal form of learning’, and in order to avoid that 
‘what starts out as something that is personally significant [as one’s life story] becomes 
colonized by educational, economic and social systems’ schools should not demand from 
people to engage in narrative learning or become narrative learners. Although we agree 
with Goodson and his colleagues (Goodson et al. 2010) that teachers need to be cau-
tious not to colonize life stories, and demand the development of certain narrative ca-
pacities for a greater economic good, we argue that the authors leave out an important 
aspect when they think that this ‘negative protection’ suffices to protect people’s personal 
life-stories. When perceived from the notion of positive freedom (Berlin 1958), it is also 
important to help people develop their life stories: to help them develop a sense of self 
that is resilient to colonizing forces and cooptation of one’s interests. In humanistic ed-
ucation these types of objectives, like detecting and fighting dehumanizing discourses 
and practices, developing autonomy and social commitment, authenticity, resilience and 
meaning making, are typically addressed. In line with the critical democratic tradition in 
humanist education (Aloni 2007; Veugelers 2007) we think that societies can and should 
stimulate students’ sense of self-efficacy towards resisting and fighting colonizing powers 
in formal education settings. Translated to democratic citizenship education, this means 
that it is important to help students construct their own democratic narratives, and re-
flect on the interrelatedness of their own democratic narratives and existing discourses 
on citizenship and democracy and the extent to which citizens can actually participate 
and influence their society. 

This argument resides with the arguments of Dutch researchers in moral and demo-
cratic citizenship education for more attention to the development of civic ideals (Sieck-
elinck & De Ruyter 2009), social and democratic participatory competences (De Winter 
2011), and learning democracy (Biesta 2011). furthermore, it resides with the recom-
mendation of the Education Council (2012) to adopt ‘participating in a democratic com-
munity’ as the underlying point of reference for citizenship education in the Netherlands. 
All these researchers have pointed to aspects of moral and democratic development that 
Dutch schools need to attend to in order to provide students with the necessary knowl-
edge, skills and attitudes to contribute to do democracy in a reasonable way. In our re-
search, we have added to their arguments by pointing to the need to attend to students’ 
lived citizenship: to how students give meaning to democracy and diversity, and how they 
give meaning to and respond to the moral and political questions that they face in their 
daily lives. The framework for citizenship education that has been developed by the Na-
tional Institute for Curriculum Development (Bron et al. 2009) already identified democ-
racy, participation and identity as main domains of citizenship education. Developing 
and challenging one’s democratic engagement however has not yet been included in this 
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framework. furthermore, this framework also does not yet testify to the need to develop 
flexible accounts of one’s civic-self. As Goodson (2013) argued in his book on narrative 
theory, people need the capacity to construct reflexive accounts of their self in order to 
cope with the flexible labour market processes of globalization and the shifting social 
structures in society. These flexible accounts of oneself facilitate the development of new 
learning strategies and the delineation of new courses of action. furthermore, Goodson 
pointed to the importance of promoting narrative capital beyond individual merits, ar-
guing that ‘in the new social future, our narrative capacities hold one of the keys to the 
shape our world will take’ (Goodson 2013: 129). In the context of their exploration of 
key characteristics of humanist and interreligious counselling, Alma and Anbeek (2011) 
also pointed to the value of a flexible interpersonal dialogue for one’s mental resilience: 
the ability to make up one’s own mind, develop one’s own path and support meaning 
making processes in a way that resides with humanist principles like openness, dialogue 
and tolerance.  

In line with the argument of Goodson (2013) and Alma and Anbeek (2011) we argue 
that the development of a certain type of narrative capacity, e.g. the capacity to capitalize 
alternative interpersonal voices and refract historical, social and economic discourses 
and policies through narration is prerequisite for the development of resilience on an 
(inter)personal level as well as for the moral and political vitality of democratic com-
munities. But isn’t a plea for a certain type of narrative development at odds with the 
claim that students have different intelligences, learning styles, and culturally embedded 
attitudes towards narrative identity development? We argue that not having a talent or 
preference for a certain type of learning does not mean that one should not be introduced 
to such types of learning. furthermore, while we think that young people should learn to 
reflect on the possible implications of their citizenship engagement and their democrat-
ic and diversity literacy for their personal well-being and the vitality of the democratic 
character of a society, we do not argue that enhancing the quality of people’s narratives 
is the only way in which students can develop their lived citizenship. Educators can and 
should also develop alternative strategies, for instance by inviting students to make a 
video about their contribution as citizens or the way democracy influences their daily 
lives, by shaping and challenging their students’ lived citizenship and their democratic 
engagement. In general, we argue that narratives on a personal level and discourses on a 
meso and macro level need to be made explicit and discussed, whether or not with the 
help of narrative learning strategies, in order to facilitate reflection on one’s positionality 
and related ethical challenges, thus equipping citizens for their role in consolidating and 
(re)shaping democratic procedures, practices and narratives. 
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12.3 Strength and limitations of our study

In section 12.3.1, we discuss limitations of the empirical study are discussed. Section 
12.3.2 discusses limitations that relate to the theoretical study.

12.3.1 limitations of the empirical study
Data and data collection processes are always situated and influenced by internal and external 
structures. Does the situatedness of the data automatically imply that one cannot generalize 
the results of a narrative inquiry? yes and no. Whether or not the repetition of a study leads 
to similar results, we argue, depends amongst others on the type of research questions. In our 
study on the diversity issue that students identified, for instance, repeating the study in a dif-
ferent environment under different conditions and in a time and place where different issues 
dominate in public debate will most likely generate other findings. On the other hand, exter-
nal conditions also contain various more or less stable components and patterns. As such, 
qualitative studies do allow us to study broader patterns. Given the similarities of the concepts 
of democracy and citizenship that prevail in international citizenship education for instance, 
repeating our inquiry into the democratic conceptions of students in other countries might 
lead to similar findings. furthermore, qualitative studies can shed light on the interrelatedness 
of historical, economic, political and social developments and discourses and people’s life sto-
ries, which is the object life history research. Given the influence of contextual factors on the 
data and the data collection process, qualitative researchers have adopted an understanding of 
reliability that differs from the understanding in quantitative studies. In qualitative research, 
external reliability usually refers to its virtual repeatability. In our study, the virtual repeat-
ability was enhanced through filing all data, correspondence, and memos in an audit trail. 
furthermore, we documented each step in the research process. 

When discussing the external reliability, it is also important to discuss the represent-
ativeness of the student sample. In our study, we analysed the citizenship narratives of 
27 adolescents in an urban society. Because we wanted to be able to develop hypotheses 
about a larger group of students in urban areas in the Netherlands we selected a mix of 
students in terms of educational track, gender, and ethnicity. further comparative studies 
of the lived citizenship of a particular student groups is needed to develop stronger con-
clusions about discrepancies and commonalities in the democratic engagement across 
student groups and the influence of various conditions.

Third we need to discuss limitations that relate to the broad scope of the study. Our 
choice for a relatively broad object of study and an interview design with rather abstract 
interview questions resides with our aimed to explore the students’ narratives about their 
lived citizenship a democratic and pluralist society. Downside of this broad scope was 
that we could only develop conclusions about general commonalities and discrepancies. 
further research on particular themes like school politics, discrimination in the labour 
market, or the role and historical background of the EU is needed to gain deeper insight 
in students’ narratives on these themes. 
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 A fourth limitation relates to the fact that we only studied four aspects of a thick type 
of democratic engagement. We did not study all aspects of a democratic engagement 
that reside with the first two dimensions of our framework of five dimensions. We for 
instance did not report about what students appreciate about living in a pluralist society, 
and we did not specifically collect data on these adolescents’ sense of their capacity to 
evaluate different strategies to address a particular civic issue. key aspects on the other 
three dimensions were not analysed, and we also did not collect data and investigate the 
actual participation of these adolescents. Despite these limitations, we argue that the four 
aspects under study do provide a valuable image of the type of democratic engagement 
that prevails among these adolescents.

A fifth limitation relates to the analytic frameworks that were developed for the em-
pirical studies. Our frameworks were designed to analyse specific elements. The ana-
lytic framework for studying students’ democratic narratives for instance was designed 
to categorize which critiques on democracy that reside with thin and thick concepts of 
democracy. We did not develop a tool to categorize the intensity of students’ narratives on 
a certain theme in our analytic framework. As a result, a students’ comment on a lack of 
competences to vote in a responsible way was categorized as thicker even when students 
expressed one sentence in this regard. Hence, one might argue that we only investigated 
sparks of a thicker type of democratic engagement. A similar limitation can be identified 
in our study on adolescents’ citizenship efficacy. In this study, our interview design and 
analytic framework was designed to categorize the sense that one can have an impact 
in different domains, if one aspired having a transformative impact, and if one referred 
to moral components. We did not develop a framework to further analyse data on stu-
dents’ sensitivity to moral dimensions of their citizenship efficacy. further study is need-
ed to gain more insight in students’ sensitivity to moral components of their citizenship 
participation and efficacy. Likewise, further study is needed to gain insight in students’ 
micro-political efficacy in accordance with a broad conception of the political, which im-
plies that students feel that they can contribute to a more humane environment through 
engaging in every day politics.

Sixth, we were unable to select certain themes which stood out in the primary analysis 
for further analysis because the data were not specific enough to conduct a meaningful 
analysis on that particular issue, or because analysing the theme would require more time 
than available. from these themes, we particularly recommend studying adolescents’ cit-
izenship aspirations, their sense of their democratic responsibilities, their perceptions of 
the influence of school on their citizenship development, their perceptions of the role that 
schools should have in their citizenship development, and their perceptions of the role 
of religions and other moral horizons in a democratic society. Studying these elements of 
adolescents’ lived citizenship can help teachers and curriculum developers to detect and 
bridge gaps between students’ lived citizenship and current programmes of democratic 
and intercultural citizenship education, human rights education, and education for glob-
al citizenship.
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12.3.2 limitations of the theoretical study
In our study, the concept of thick democracy which we developed during conceptual 
study of Anglo-Saxon literature was used to categorize students’ perceptions and appreci-
ations of democracy. for future studies, in order to further develop the overall framework 
and conceptualizing of the key elements in each dimension, we recommend studying re-
lated research from other countries as well. The conceptual framework also needs further 
development in order for it to provide the necessary framework to analyse more specific 
aspects of students’ democratic engagement. The current conceptual framework for in-
stance does not suffice to analyse students’ narratives on the third aspect of democracy. 
Before we can develop and validate ‘empirical indicators’ (Wengraf 2001: 60) for a study 
into students’ perceptions of merits that religious and other normative frameworks can 
offer to democratic societies, we first need to gain insight in the range of values that reli-
gions and other normative frameworks can have for democracy. 

To illustrate a possible direction for the further conceptualization of democracy as an 
ethos that implies co-creating and challenging hegemonies in a multi-polar society we 
here refer to the work of Van Bijsterveld (2008), a professor at the department the Euro-
pean and International Public Law at Tilburg University (NL). She identified three pos-
sible values of religion for democracy that can be envisioned when one looks beyond the 
false dichotomy between church and state, which is reflected in principles like ‘separation 
of church and state’ ‘state neutrality’ ‘and ‘freedom of religion’. To overcome this false 
dichotomy, Van Bijsterveld developed a framework to think about the interrelatedness of 
democracy and diversity that resides with the democratic constitution. Three aspects of 
the role of the government in the democratic constitution were defined (Van Bijsterveld 
2008: 161): maintaining the democratic constitution, enhancing the social atmosphere in 
which the democratic constitution can exist, and protecting the constitutional rights of 
citizens. Van Bijsterveld argued that the distinction between three levels – the level of the 
state, of the civil society, and the individual citizen – is also important in the context of 
thinking about the relation between religion and state. Thus, governments not only need 
to focus on how individuals practice their religion. They also need to think about the 
impact of religion in society, and the impact of religion on the democratic state itself. In 
general, she argued, religions contribute to a strong civil society and as such, to the main-
tenance of democracy, and they allow citizens to talk about what is meaningful to them, 
and to participate in a community that shares these values, other than through political 
traditions and organizations. 

While Van Bijsterveld did not provide concrete examples of merits of religious nor-
mative frameworks for democracy in her book, her work does offer a starting point to 
envisioning examples that adolescents can relate to, and build a framework for measuring 
students’ literacy on the possible merits of a religious normative frame. Another limita-
tion of her work, when perceived from our thick concept of democracy, is that Van Bi-
jsterveld did not theorize about the moral directions that a democratic ethos can provide 
for the development of a strong civil society. Instead, Dutch democracy was defined as a 
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democratic political system with a constitutional basis. furthermore, she rarely referred 
to the merits of other, non-religious normative frameworks. further study is needed to 
define possible merits of other normative frames for democracy, including the democrat-
ic ethos, and to define what kind of citizenship literacy and competences are required to 
contribute to the vitality of multi-polar democratic societies. 

Our research started with an explorative study into existential, psychological and social 
processes that influence one’s willingness to develop a thick democratic attitude as iden-
tified by scholars who specialize in democratic citizenship education. This study led to 
a framework that distinguishes five dimensions that influence this willingness. Which 
adjustments to this framework do we propose, given the results of our conceptual and 
empirical studies?  first, we suggest changing ‘attitude’ into ‘engagement’, in order to 
highlight the fact that the framework focuses on students’ lived citizenship rather than 
on an ‘actual’ development.

furthermore, we would change the original descriptions of democracy and efficacy in 
our framework for the concepts that resulted from further conceptual study throughout 
this research project. Within this project, we have not been able to further develop our 
concepts on the other three dimensions in line with our thicker concept of democracy. 
How can we conceptualize dialogue (the key concept in dimension five) in the context of 
a thicker concept of democracy? How does this type of dialogue relate to the key features 
of dialogue and the different forms of dialogues that Aloni (2011) has distinguished? To 
which extent have students actually been engaged in conversations that reside with such 
a definition of dialogue? And to which extent do students have the proper skills, and the 
willingness to engage in such a dialogue? These questions require further research. As 
such, the current concepts and analytic frameworks need to be understood as work in 
process. Overall, the investigation of thicker types of democratic engagement requires the 
further development of relevant concepts and analytic frames.

A last limitation of our research project that we want to discuss, relates to the limita-
tions of our literature study. Democratic theories, procedures and practices are typically 
studied in political philosophy and political sciences. yet, in our studies on features of 
a democratic way of life and thick democracy we mainly drew on the work of research-
ers who specialize in democratic citizenship education. Some of them, like Parker and 
Westheimer, are sociologists. Others, like Haste and Mouffe, are political psychologist or 
political philosopher. While we were able to include insights from various disciplines in 
this way, little reference has been made to insights from other disciplines. 

further comparative study is needed to gain insight in commonalities and discrepan-
cies between our concept of thick democracy and concepts of democracy as developed 
in democratic theory. Such studies might contribute to the further development of our 
concepts of a democratic culture and a democratic ethos. Many political philosophers 
for instance have stressed the role of active political participation for the vitality of the 
democratic political system. Others have advocated a passive electorate, and leaving the 
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governing to elected experts (fennema 2012). Their theories also, sometimes explicitly, 
include theoretical positions and findings on cultures of joint decision-making and how 
to organize and manage political processes in corporations and institutions. As such, 
further study of the work of political scientists and philosophers might contribute to the 
further conceptualization of what a democratic culture entails in different contexts. Sim-
ilar insights can be gained from the work of sociologists. Schuyt (2009) for instance the-
orized about the features of a democratic culture among political and legal professionals. 
further study can provide knowledge about main features of a democratic culture among 
other professions. As such, our concept of democracy can also contribute to academic 
and public discussions about democracy and democratic citizenship beyond the field of 
education. 

12.4 Imagining the future

The students that I interviewed were all wonderful young people. I am grateful that they 
have been willing to share their citizenship narratives with me, and I have very much en-
joyed getting to know them. However, as this study revealed, most of these students were 
mainly occupied with their personal development and their personal meaning making 
processes. Some were more actively trying to make sense of the world around them, be-
coming good and loving persons, and examining their current understandings of right 
or wrong. However, few of the students reported that they had been invited to talk about 
their lived citizenship prior to their participation in this study. few of them reported 
having been able to participate in deliberative platforms and committees within and be-
yond school in a meaningful way. And few of them reported that they had been invited to 
express and critically examine their appreciations and understandings of democracy and 
diversity prior to the interviews.

for my own children, now four and seven years old, I wish that when they are eight-
een, they will have had the chance to imagine about the kind of citizen that they want to 
be and the types of democratic engagement that one might develop. Where nowadays, es-
pecially in religious and worldview education, children are guided in their search for who 
they want to be, I hope that future generations will also be stimulated to develop their cit-
izenship narratives, and gain insight in the meaning that they (can) have for other people 
within and outside their personal environment and for the vitality of the democratic and 
pluralist character of their and other societies. I hope that they will have the opportunity 
to practice the competences that enable them to critically examine the diversity or social 
justice issues that a society faces and the way in which these issues are framed, and I wish 
for them to receive the necessary guidance in exploring the limitations of their current 
capacities, and the strength and weaknesses of different strategies through which one 
might address a certain issue. Translating this imagination into reality will demand con-
siderable effort. Therefore, my imagination ends with a call for teachers and parents who 



Discussion 229

are directly involved, and journalists, researchers, politicians and fellow citizens who are 
indirectly involved in the socialization of adolescents in society: to care about the way in 
which future generations give and can give meaning to their citizenship in a democratic 
and pluralist society.
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Summary

In this PhD research we studied the lived citizenship of 27 adolescents in an urban area in 
the Netherlands. Main objective was to gain insight in the type of democratic engagement 
that prevails among these students. Second objective was to further theorize about what 
thick democratic engagement entails. Third, we aimed to gain insight in three elements that 
influence processes of democratic citizenship development: the complexity and multiplicity 
of democratic citizenship development; the gaps between adolescents’ citizenship aspira-
tions and goals of democratic citizenship education; and the availability of spaces, discours-
es and infrastructure in school and society at large through which Dutch adolescents can 
develop their democratic citizenship engagement. The theoretical value of this study lies in 
its contribution to academic debate about key elements of thick democratic citizenship. Its 
practical value lies in its possible contribution to the further development of democratic 
citizenship education in the Netherlands and internationally. Hereto, our conclusions have 
been translated into recommendations for democratic citizenship education. 

research design
To explain how our study contributes to previous research, Chapter Two describes six 
lacunas in research on democratic citizenship development and education in the Neth-
erlands and internationally that we have begun to address in this study. The first lacuna 
in previous research that we identified is a lack of knowledge about the lived citizenship 
of adolescents.

A second lacuna concerns research on aspects of democratic citizenship that reside 
with a thick concept of democracy. few researchers for instance have investigated stu-
dents’ perceptions of moral and political components of political and civic participation 
and their perceptions of social justice issues. A third lacuna concerns a lack of attention 
to the complexity and multiplicity of democratic citizenship development. few research-
ers for instance have investigated the type, intensity and background of adolescents’ ap-
preciation of democracy and diversity. A fourth lacuna concerns the lack of insights in 
how adolescents’ lived citizenship and democratic citizenship engagement varies among 
student categories. A fifth lacuna concerns a lack of research into adolescents’ perceptions 
of conditions and experiences that influence their democratic engagement. And sixth, 
we concluded that in the Netherlands few researchers have investigated the influence of 
citizenship discourses on adolescents’ citizenship narratives and their civic self-images. 

To explore the democratic engagement of Dutch adolescents in an urban environ-
ment we selected thirteen pre-university students and fourteen vocational students aged 
sixteen to twenty in four schools in Utrecht City, and interviewed them about their dem-
ocratic commitment. In Chapter Two we explain that together with one’s actual demo-
cratic citizenship participation, we consider one’s democratic commitment as constitu-
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tive for democratic engagement. This chapter also explains the other main concepts of 
our study: lived citizenship and citizenship narratives. Chapter Three and four describe 
the research methodology. In Chapter Three, we explain the research method and the 
dialogical research design, the interview design – a cycle with four focus groups and 
two individual interviews –  and the interview techniques that we employed. In Chapter 
four, we describe the sample selection,  the data collection process, and the tools for data 
management and analysis that we adopted. In this chapter, we also explain our decision to 
select four themes in students’ citizenship narratives for further analysis: their democratic 
narratives, the diversity issues that they identified, their sense of their citizenship efficacy, 
and their sense of their civic responsibility. Chapters five to Ten report the findings of the 
conceptual and empirical studies that were conducted in this context. 

findings of the conceptual studies
for the development of our research instrument, we first developed a conceptual frame-
work on intrapersonal, interpersonal and socio-political elements that influence one’s 
willingness to develop a democratic citizenship attitude. Hereto, we studied academic 
literature in which researchers who advocate a thicker type of democratic citizenship 
education have defined key elements of a democratic attitude. 

In Chapter five, we describe how our study of key elements has led to a framework 
with five dimensions that influence the development of a positive attitude towards de-
mocracy and diversity, with two or three key themes each:

1. An elaborate understanding of the value of democracy and diversity for one’s own 
life and for the common good: reflection, moral sensitivity 

2. Capacity: internal and external efficacy 
3. Active relations: commitment and connection 
4. The willingness to transform: open mindedness, doubt
5. The ability to engage in dialogue: empathy, dialogical competences

Based on this framework we argued that for a democracy to thrive, it is important that 
its citizens learn to reflect on and engage in conversations about the interrelatedness of 
democracy and diversity and the social justice issues that they experience and identify. 
furthermore, we have argued that citizens need to discuss and gain insight in the inter-
relatedness of one’s attitude towards democracy and diversity and one’s experiences on 
each of the five dimensions.

In Chapter Six, we present our thick concept of democracy and situated it in the con-
text of academic literature on thicker concepts of democracy and diversity and the demo-
cratic reality in the Netherlands. This concept of thick democracy highlights three aspects 
of democracy that need attendance by citizens, civic organizations and the polity in order 
to cultivate the democratic and pluralist character of a society: 

• first, that democracy is a political system that continuously evolves and is neces-
sarily imperfect. 
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• Second, that democracy is a culture that entails that people and institutions active-
ly seek to appreciate and accommodate different voices on an interpersonal and 
structural level. 

• Third, that democracy is an ethos that acknowledges and values the presence of 
different normative frames in the civil and political domain, and the need to criti-
cally examine existing power inequalities and the underlying hegemonies. 

The thick concept of democracy was used as a conceptual framework for analysing the 
adolescents’ democratic narratives in Chapter Seven. It also provided the theoretical 
frame for our critical discussion of literature on citizenship efficacy in Chapter Nine. 
In the conclusions chapter, the concept of thick democracy was used to theorize about 
the characteristics and possible impact of a thick type of democratic engagement, and 
to envision key element of thick democratic citizenship. In the discussion chapter, we 
envisioned how our concepts of thick democracy and thick democratic citizenship can 
be employed to further develop existing democratic citizenship education frameworks.

findings of the empirical studies
In the empirical chapters we report the insights that were gained from analysing these 
adolescents’ democratic narratives, the diversity issues that they identified, their sense 
of citizenship efficacy, and their sense of their responsibility as citizens of a democratic 
and pluralist society. In Chapter Seven we investigated how their perceptions and appre-
ciations of democracy relate to our thick concept of democracy. We analysed the richness 
of their democratic narratives, and how their concepts of democracy, their comments on 
the democratic reality, and their appreciation of democracy relate to the three aspects of 
our thick concept of democracy. Aim of this study was to gain insight in the concept of 
democracy that prevails in their narratives on democracy. 

Data analysis revealed that half of the vocational students initially had few narratives 
about their perceptions and appreciations of democracy. few students had predominantly 
thick narratives. Half of the students did refer to thicker aspects. However, certain thick-
er lacunas of the democratic political system were not, or only incidentally mentioned. 
These results indicate that only a limited number of the students developed a predomi-
nantly thick type of democratic engagement. In order to gain a deeper understanding of 
the democratic engagement and the democratic literacy of Dutch adolescents, we argued 
that it is important to gain more insight in adolescents’ perceptions of specific deficits as 
well as their perceptions of possible merits of democracy.

In Chapter Eight we report our study into the diversity issues that these adolescents 
identified and experienced. In particular, we studied the type of diversity issues that pre-
vailed in their narratives, their interpretation of these issues and the personal distress that 
they experience, and how their interpretation varied among student categories. Main ob-
jective was to gain insight in discrepancies between students’ identification and interpre-
tations of diversity issues and a thick concept of diversity literacy. In line with our thick 



234 Adolescents’ Democratic Engagement

concept of democracy, we argued that diversity literacy implies that one can critically 
examine the historical, cultural and socio-economical background of diversity issues and 
the way they have been addressed, that one is familiar with different theoretical discours-
es on diversity and underlying epistemological and ontological perspectives, and that one 
obtains a realistic image of the difficulties that one might have to face and the efforts that 
it might take to create a sense of belonging and efficacy in a pluralist environment. Two 
out of three diversity issues that were commonly identified were further analysed: harass-
ment by youth gangs and disrespect among people. Analysing students’ interpretations 
on these issues indicated that students’ gender and ethnic and educational backgrounds 
influence the extent to which one attributes the harassment issue to different types of 
cultural embedded differences.

Our explorative analysis of how the diversity issues that students identified relate to 
known dichotomies between citizen categories in the Netherlands revealed two alter-
native dichotomies: the dichotomy between students whose educational career is frus-
trated because of family circumstances or health conditions and students who can keep 
on track, and the dichotomy between students who feel comfortable developing their 
identity in a highly diversified environment and those who prefer a more homogeneous 
environment. Overall, we concluded that although most students were aware of one or 
more issues that relate to a limited willingness or capacity of citizens to treat each other 
with respect and to the limitations of current policies, shared narratives about the diver-
sity issues in Dutch society were rare. In their narratives about the background of their 
understandings of diversity issues, the students reported that their understandings large-
ly depended on their own observations and information that they obtain from the news 
and watching documentaries. Students rarely referred to insights on these issues that they 
had gained in class. As such, our study indicates that most of the students had developed 
a rather fragmented understanding of diversity issues, their historical emergence and the 
ways in which they are addressed.

In Chapter Nine we report our study into how these adolescents made sense of and 
cared about their citizenship efficacy. We investigated which domains dominated in their 
narratives about their citizenship efficacy, which types of activities and influences dom-
inated, and to which extent they referred to the moral dimension of their citizenship 
efficacy. In addition, we investigated their narratives about the emergence of their citizen-
ship efficacy on three axes: their citizenship philosophy, structural elements, and partic-
ipatory skills. Aim of our study was to investigate to which extent students’ perceptions, 
appreciations and commitment towards their citizenship efficacy resided with this thick 
type of citizenship efficacy. In accordance with our thick concept of democracy, we ar-
gued that a thick concept of citizenship efficacy implies that one develops a sense that one 
can, in certain ways, influence practices and procedures in the political domain as well 
as through engaging in everyday life politics; that one develops one’s sensitivity of moral 
components of one’s citizenship efficacy; and that one develops one’s sense of efficacy 
towards identifying coping with and challenging current hegemonies power inequalities 
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and processes of exclusion and stigmatization in various communities. 
Data analysis led to the distinction of four citizenship efficacy types: the civic efficacy 

type, the civil and political efficacy type, the civil efficacy type, and the passive efficacy 
type. This typology revealed how only two out of four efficacy types aspired improving 
their efficacy in the political domain, and how only one type cared about its civic effica-
cy. Students from vocational and pre-university tracks were equally divided among the 
different citizenship efficacy types. While students from vocational tracks felt less con-
fident about their capacity to participate, students’ sense that they could invoke change 
did not vary among educational tracks. Three other findings stood out: first, students 
rarely narrated about moral components of their citizenship efficacy. Second, none of the 
students mentioned participating in political projects like organizing face-to-face meet-
ings with stakeholders. Third, students only occasionally referred to alternative, modest 
ways in which they might influence practices and procedures. Our findings indicated 
that the formal education trajectories that these students attended did not intend to help 
students gain, and further develop insight in the limitations of their political and moral/
citizenship competences, possible merits of engaging in civic and political activities, and 
alternative valuable and achievable outcomes. further study is needed to gain insight in 
the representativeness of these findings for a larger group of students. 

In Chapter Ten we report our comparison of one student’s sense of his citizenship 
responsibilities and the citizenship responsibilities of a democratic citizen as identified by 
Parker (2003) and Westheimer and kahne (2004), scholars who advocate a thicker type of 
democratic citizenship education. This student was selected for having a predominantly 
thin concept of his citizenship responsibilities, and as such being representative for a large 
number of citizens in the Netherlands. Aim of the study was to shed light on the gaps be-
tween students’ citizenship aspirations and goals of citizenship education that reside with 
a thick concept of democracy. furthermore, we aimed to gain insight in the multiplicity 
of (young) citizens’ civic selves. Our comparison revealed several discrepancies between 
the student’s sense of his responsibilities in a democratic society and the responsibilities 
that reside with a thicker concept of democratic citizenship. Analysis of the student’s 
narratives on the background of his sense of his citizenship responsibilities revealed the 
interrelatedness of his sense of his responsibilities and his limited insight in the influence 
of his privileged background, his understanding of good citizenship as a neutral concept, 
and his unawareness of a societal justice issue that needs his attention. In line with people 
who adopt a predominantly ‘thin’ concept of democracy, the student felt that everybody 
already has equal opportunities and equal rights. freedom was understood as being free 
to mind one’s own affairs, and developing one’s democratic citizenship as a private con-
cern. While the student did not acknowledge a responsibility to contribute to democracy 
at a meso or macro level, he did mention several responsibilities on the interpersonal 
level. Based on these findings we argued that to facilitate the development of thick dem-
ocratic citizenship, it is important to also draw students’ attention to problematic aspects 
of current democratic narratives, procedures and practices. furthermore, we argued that 
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it is important to stimulate a realistic image of one’s citizenship competences, and to dis-
cuss how practices like being polite, trustworthy, flexible in one’s encounters with differ-
ent customs, not judging easily, learning about complexity, respecting that people make 
different choices, and coping with your limitations can also be interpreted as elements of 
democratic citizenship. Gaining insight in how these competences influence a democrat-
ic culture can help students to envision the many ways in which one can and already does 
contribute to democracy in everyday life. 

Conclusion and discussion
Overall, our analyses of these students’ lived citizenship on the four themes revealed that 
few students developed a predominantly thicker type of democratic engagement: Only a 
limited number of students had developed predominantly thicker democratic narratives. 
Most students seemed to have a rather fragmented understanding of diversity issues, 
their historical emergence and the ways in which they are addressed by stakeholders. 
And only five students could be categorized as civic efficacy types: the type of student that 
feels inclined and confident that one can invoke change in the civic domain. We also con-
cluded that several students developed a very limited sense of democratic engagement, 
which is reflected in their lack of democratic narratives, their passive citizenship efficacy, 
and their limited understanding of possible merits of democracy.

In combination with our conceptual framework we came to identify three types of 
democratic engagement: a passive democratic engagement, a predominantly thin, and a 
predominantly thick engagement. Typical for passive types, we argued, is their lack of dem-
ocratic commitment. They have few narratives on what democracy entails and how they 
benefit from living in democratic society. furthermore, they do not inspire to contribute to 
the democratic process and are rather ignorant about how democracy evolves. A thin type 
of democratic engagement on the other hand implies that one has a thin commitment. This 
means that one understands democracy as (nothing more than) a political system in which 
the people rule and in which one’s rights are protected by the constitution. In line with 
this understanding one probably also perceives one’s democratic responsibilities as limited 
to the political domain. We also described three limitations that passive and thin types 
have in common. We argued that both types have limited possibilities to develop a strong 
appreciation of democracy, that they are blind to the normative frames underlying current 
democratic narratives practices and procedures, and that they lack a shared framework and 
language to envision an outlook for society that exceeds the parameters of particular com-
munities. A thicker type of democratic engagement on the other hand implies that one has 
a thicker perception and appreciation of democracy and a sense of citizenship efficacy that 
resides with a thicker concept of democracy. In section 11.7 we pointed to several possible 
benefits of a thicker type of democratic engagement for individuals and for the democratic 
character of societies and relations amongst societies.

Our framework also enabled us to identify several key elements of a thick type of 
democratic citizen. These elements are described in sections 11.8.2 to 11.8.4 under three 
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headings: thick democratic and diversity literacy, thick democratic citizenship participa-
tion and efficacy, and civic self-image and democratic engagement. This categorization of 
key elements highlights that we consider developing one’s democratic engagement as an 
important component of thick democratic citizenship development. Our current outline 
of key characteristics mainly relies on the first two of the five dimensions of a democratic 
attitude that we identified in Chapter five. further research can shed light on key element 
that relate to the other dimensions of our initial framework. In section 11.8 we also de-
scribe how our findings indicate that these students’ (citizenship) education has offered 
few spaces in which they could develop a thick type of democratic engagement, a thick 
type of democratic literacy and thick democratic citizenship competences: few of the stu-
dents reported that they had been challenged to express and critically examine their ap-
preciations and understandings of democracy and diversity prior to their participation in 
this study; few of them reported having been able to participate in deliberative platforms 
and committees within and beyond school in a meaningful way; and few of them report-
ed that they had been invited to talk about their lived citizenship prior to the interviews.

Chapter Twelve discusses the value of our thick concept of democracy for existing 
frameworks in democratic citizenship education. In particular, we describe five differ-
ences between Veugelers’ (2007) framework of critical democratic citizenship and our 
framework of thick democratic citizenship and explain how our model adds to his frame-
work: that our distinction between thin and thick democracy can also help to envision 
thinner and thicker concepts of autonomy and social commitment in Veugelers’ critical 
democratic citizenship framework; that where in his framework, Veugelers focuses on 
developing students’ autonomy and social commitment, our framework adds an addi-
tional component of democratic citizenship development: its narrative component; and 
that where the critical democratic citizenship framework envisions an ideal development, 
our model of thick democratic citizenship highlights the fact that people always choose 
between a range of ways in which one can contribute to democracy, and the value of 
making this choice a conscious one. This chapter also discusses several limitations of our 
study. We describe how, because of the situatedness of our study and the small size of our 
student sample we cannot draw conclusions about the democratic engagement of the 
Dutch student population in general. Selecting a mix of students in terms of educational 
tracks, gender, and country of origin, however did enable us to develop some ideas about 
the type of democratic engagement that prevails among a larger group of students in ur-
ban areas in the Netherlands. These ideas need further study

This dissertation reported a narrative inquiry into a normative phenomenon: thick dem-
ocratic engagement. We investigated the lived citizenship of students, developed a thick 
concept of democracy, discussed limitations of existing concepts of democracy and dem-
ocratic citizenship in research on democratic citizenship education, and theorized about 
the interrelatedness of one’s perceptions of democracy and the type of democratic en-
gagement that one develops, and about the complexity of thick democratic development. 
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As such, our research stands in a tradition of value embedded research in Political Phi-
losophy, Child Development and Humanistic research.

Altogether our study revealed several limitations of the democratic citizenship en-
gagement of the adolescents in our sample. As such, our findings indicate that formal 
(citizenship) education in the Netherlands offers limited spaces, discourses and infra-
structure for students to develop and challenge their citizenship narratives and demo-
cratic citizenship engagement. Our conceptual and empirical studies also envisioned how 
education about through and for democracy and democratic citizenship has a cognitive, 
a participatory and a narrative component. for each of these components, we developed 
recommendations for the further development of thick democratic citizenship educa-
tion. Overall, we recommend guiding students in the process of giving meaning to their 
citizenship in a high-modern, democratic and pluralist society, and in the context of de-
velopments at the macro and meso level that affect their daily lives. This guidance can 
be offered, for instance, through facilitating the development and critical examination 
of their citizenship narratives and their narrative capacities. Second, we recommend in-
corporating thicker concepts of democracy and democratic citizenship in school cultures 
and curricula in order to provide students with the opportunity to develop a thicker type 
of democratic engagement: a thicker type of commitment and a culture of doing democ-
racy that resides with and contributes to the on-going process of cultivating a multi-polar 
society. We hope that the insights that were gained in our study will inspire teachers, 
school managers and politicians to discuss and further develop their pedagogical views, 
in particular their perception of the role of teachers and schools in facilitating the devel-
opment of a thick type of democratic engagement among future generations. 
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Samenvatting 

Deze studie rapporteert een kwalitatief onderzoek naar de betekenis die jongeren in een 
stedelijke omgeving in Nederland geven aan hun burgerschap in een democratische en 
pluriforme samenleving. Doel van dit onderzoek, dat in het kader van een promotietra-
ject is uitgevoerd, was inzicht te verwerven in het democratisch engagement van deze 
jongeren. Een tweede  doel betreft het theoretiseren over centrale kenmerken van een 
breed (‘thick’) democratisch engagement. Een derde doel betreft het verwerven van in-
zicht in, en het vormen van veronderstellingen ten aanzien van, drie elementen die de 
ontwikkeling van democratisch burgerschap beïnvloeden: ten eerste de complexiteit en 
gelaagdheid van democratisch burgerschap; ten tweede de kloof tussen de burgerschap-
saspiraties van jongeren en de doelen van democratisch burgerschapsonderwijs en ten 
derde de mate waarin jongeren in het onderwijs en in de samenleving in het algemeen 
over de benodigde plekken, discoursen en infrastructuur beschikken voor het ontwik-
kelen van hun democratisch engagement. De theoretische relevantie van dit onderzoek 
is gelegen in haar bijdrage aan kennis over de burgerschapsontwikkeling van jongeren en 
haar bijdrage aan de conceptualisering van een breed type democratisch burgerschap. De 
praktische relevantie betreft de bijdrage die dit onderzoek beoogt te leveren aan de ver-
dere ontwikkeling van het democratisch burgerschapsonderwijs binnen en buiten Ned-
erland. Hiertoe zijn, op basis van onze conclusies, aanbevelingen geformuleerd voor de 
verdere ontwikkeling van curricula, doelstellingen, docentcompetenties en pedagogische 
visies voor democratisch burgerschapsvorming.

onderzoekscontext en onderzoeksopzet
In hoofdstuk twee beschrijven we hoe we met ons kwalitatief en exploratief onderzoek
naar de manier waarop jongeren betekenis geven aan hun burgerschap in een democra-
tische en pluriforme samenleving een begin hebben willen maken met het adresseren van
zes lacunes in Angelsaksisch en Nederlandstalig onderzoek naar de burgerschapsontwik-
keling van jongeren. Ten eerste stelden we vast dat er nog maar weinig onderzoek is gedaan 
naar de betekenis die jongeren aan hun burgerschap geven. Ten tweede concludeerden 
wij dat er weinig onderzoek is gedaan naar elementen van burgerschapsontwikkeling 
die aansluiten bij een breed democratieconcept. Er is bijvoorbeeld weinig kennis over 
de denkbeelden van jongeren ten aanzien van morele componenten van politieke en 
maatschappelijke participatie. Ook hun denkbeelden over sociale onrechtvaardigheden 
zijn nauwelijks onderzocht. Ten derde is er tot nu toe in beperkte mate aandacht voor 
de complexiteit en gelaagdheid van democratisch burgerschapsontwikkeling: Hoe sterk 
is de waardering die jongeren hebben voor democratie en het leven in een pluriforme 
samenleving? Wat is het verhaal achter hun waardering? Deze vragen zijn nauwelijks 
onderzocht. Dit betekent ook, ten vierde, dat we nog weinig inzicht hebben in verschillen 
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en overeenkomsten in de burgerschapsbeleving en het democratisch engagement van 
verschillende categorieën jongeren. Ten vijfde stelden we vast dat er nauwelijks onderzo-
ek is gedaan naar denkbeelden van jongeren over omstandigheden en ervaringen die van 
invloed zijn geweest op hun democratisch engagement. Tot slot concludeerden we dat er 
in Nederlandstalige Angelsaksische literatuur zelden onderzoek is gedaan naar de manier 
waarop burgerschapsdiscoursen de burgerschapsverhalen van jongeren beïnvloeden. 

Ter exploratie van het democratisch engagement van Nederlandse jongeren in een 
stedelijke omgeving hebben we, verspreid over vier scholen in Utrecht, 13 VWO scholieren 
en 14 MBO scholieren in de leeftijd van zestien tot twintig jaar verschillende keren geïnter-
viewd over hun verbondenheid met het democratisch proces. In hoofdstuk twee beschri-
jven we hoe wij verbondenheid met het democratisch proces en  het ‘democratie doen’, de 
daadwerkelijke bijdrage die men aan de democratie levert, als twee centrale componenten 
van democratisch engagement beschouwen. In hoofdstuk twee definiëren we ook twee an-
dere centrale begrippen in dit onderzoek: ‘beleefd burgerschap’ (lived citizenship), ook te 
omschrijven als ‘het beeld dat men van zichzelf als burger ontwikkelt’ (civic self-image), 
en ‘burgerschapsverhalen’ (citizenship narratives). Vervolgens bespreken we in hoofdstuk 
drie en vier de onderzoeksmethodologie. In hoofdstuk drie introduceren we de gebruikte 
onderzoeksmethoden en beschrijven we de onderzoeksopzet, het interviewinstrument – 
een cyclus van vier focusgroepen en twee individuele interviews met semigestructureerde 
vragen - en de toegepaste interviewtechnieken. De selectie van onze onderzoeksgroep 
wordt beschreven in hoofdstuk vier. In dit hoofdstuk worden tevens het dataverzameling-
sproces en de toegepaste data management en analysetechnieken beschreven. Tot slot bes-
chrijven we in hoofdstuk vier hoe we op basis van voortdurend conceptueel en empirisch 
onderzoek vier thema’s gekozen hebben voor nadere analyse: de democratieverhalen van 
deze jongeren, hun denkbeelden over en problemen bij het samenleven in een pluriforme 
samenleving, hun denkbeelden en gevoelens ten aanzien van de invloed die zij hebben in 
de samenleving en hun denkbeelden en gevoelens ten aanzien van hun verantwoordelijk-
heden als burger in een democratische en pluriforme samenleving.

resultaten van de conceptuele studies
Ten behoeve van de ontwikkeling van ons interviewinstrument hebben we aan het begin 
van dit traject eerst onderzocht welke intra-persoonlijke, interpersoonlijke, sociologische 
en politieke elementen van invloed zijn op iemands wens om een positieve attitude ten 
opzichte van democratie te ontwikkelen. Hiertoe bestudeerden we publicaties van An-
gelsaksische wetenschappers die pleiten voor een breed type democratisch burgerschap-
sonderwijs en die in deze context kernelementen en condities voor een democratische 
attitude beschrijven. 

Het resultaat van dit onderzoek is in hoofdstuk vijf beschreven: een raamwerk dat vijf 
dimensies en een aantal kernelementen per dimensie onderscheidt die de ontwikkeling 
van een positieve verbondenheid met het democratische en pluriforme karakter van een 
samenleving beïnvloeden:
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1 Een breed ontwikkelde opvatting en voorstelling van de waarde van democratie 
en diversiteit voor het eigen welzijn en dat van de samenleving: reflectie en morele 
sensitiviteit

2 Het vermogen om te participeren: het gevoel dat  je zelf invloed kunt uitoefenen 
op situaties in je eigen omgeving en daarbuiten (internal efficacy) en het gevoel dat 
de overheid open staat voor initiatieven van jouw kant (external efficacy).

3 Actieve relaties: je verbondenheid met verschillende groepen in de samenleving 
(commitment) en je contacten met mensen die succesvol zijn in/ zich bezig houd-
en met het beïnvloeden van processen en structuren in de samenleving (connec-
tions).

4 De bereidheid om je denkbeelden verder te ontwikkelen: open houding en de 
bereidheid om te twijfelen

5 Het dialogische vermogen: empathische, dialogische en deliberatie competenties

Op basis van dit raamwerk concluderen wij dat het voor de ontwikkeling van het democ-
ratische karakter van een samenleving van belang is dat haar burgers leren reflecteren en 
het gesprek leren aangaan over de manier waarop democratie en diversiteit met elkaar 
verbonden zijn en over sociale onrechtvaardigheden die zij zelf ervaren of identificeren. 
Verder concluderen we dat het van belang is dat haar burgers inzicht verwerven in de 
manier waarop hun verbondenheid met democratie en pluriformiteit samenhangen met 
persoonlijke ervaringen op elk van deze dimensies.

In hoofdstuk zes presenteren we het brede democratieconcept dat wij in de loop 
van dit onderzoekstraject ontwikkelden. We beschrijven hoe dit concept voortbouwt 
op bredere democratieconcepten zoals beschreven door vier Amerikaanse wetenschap-
pers die internationaal gewaardeerd worden vanwege hun onderzoek op het gebied 
van democratisch burgerschapsonderwijs en hoe dit concept aansluit bij commentar-
en van Nederlandstalige onderzoekers op de democratisch burgerschapsontwikkeling 
van (jonge) burgers en het bestaande democratisch burgerschapsonderwijs. Het brede 
democratieconcept onderscheidt drie kernaspecten van democratie die, wanneer men 
het democratische en pluriforme karakter van een samenleving wil versterken, aan-
dacht behoeven van burgers, maatschappelijke organisaties en lokale en (inter-)nation-
ale politieke instituties: 

• ten eerste, dat democratie een politieke systeem is dat zich continu ontwikkelt en 
nooit af is in de zin dat zij er nooit in kan slagen iedereen binnen en buiten een 
bepaalde politieke gemeenschap op gelijkwaardige manier te behandelen en bij 
besluitvorming te betrekken; 

• ten tweede, dat democratie een cultuur is waarin mensen en instituties op in-
ter-persoonlijk en op institutioneel niveau actief proberen om verschillende visies 
en behoeften te waarderen en een plek te geven;

• En ten derde, dat democratie een ethos beslaat dat de aanwezigheid van verschil-
lende normatieve kaders in het maatschappelijke en politieke domein onderkent, 
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en het belang van het kritisch bestuderen van hegemonieën die aan bestaande 
ongelijkheden ten grondslag liggen. 

Dit brede democratieconcept is ontwikkeld ten behoeve van de analyse van de denk-
beelden over democratie van de jongeren in ons onderzoek. In hoofdstuk negen is het 
concept gebruikt voor de evaluatie van bestaande concepten van en onderzoek naar de 
invloed die jongeren denken te hebben in een samenleving (citizenship efficacy), en in 
het conclusiehoofdstuk voor het onderscheiden van kernaspecten van een breed type 
democratisch engagement en het theoretiseren over de mogelijke invloed van dit type 
engagement op de vitaliteit van een democratische en pluriforme samenleving, en voor 
het identificeren van kernelementen van breed democratisch burgerschap. In het dis-
cussiehoofdstuk hebben we ons brede concept van democratie en democratisch burger-
schap vertaald naar aanbevelingen voor de verdieping en verbreding van democratisch 
burgerschapsonderwijs.

resultaten van het empirisch onderzoek
In hoofdstuk zeven rapporteren wij ons onderzoek naar de manier waarop de denk-
beelden van deze jongeren over en hun waardering van democratie zich verhouden tot 
een breed democratieconcept. In dit kader onderzochten we de rijkheid van hun verh-
alen over democratie, en hoe hun denkbeelden over democratie, hun commentaar op 
bestaande democratische procedures en praktijken en hun waardering van democratie 
zich verhouden tot ons brede democratieconcept. Doel van dit onderzoek was inzicht te 
verwerven in het democratieconcept dat domineert in de democratieverhalen van deze 
jongeren.

Data analyse wees uit dat de helft van de MBO-jongeren in het begin van de inter-
views weinig kon vertellen over hun denkbeelden en waardering van democratie. Ook 
bleken weinig studenten denkbeelden en waarderingen ontwikkeld te hebben die over-
eenkomen me een breed democratieconcept. De helft van de studenten had wel kritiek-
en die samenhangen met een breder democratieconcept. Sommige bredere lacunes in 
het democratische politieke systeem werden alleen niet of nauwelijks genoemd. Deze 
resultaten doen vermoeden dat maar een beperkt deel van deze jongeren een breed type 
democratisch engagement ontwikkelde. Om meer inzicht te verwerven in het democra-
tisch engagement en de democratische geletterdheid van Nederlandse jongeren is het van 
belang meer onderzoek te doen naar hun denkbeelden ten aanzien van specifieke lacunes 
en mogelijke voordelen van het leven in een democratische samenleving.  

In hoofdstuk acht rapporteren we ons onderzoek naar de problemen rond het samen-
leven in een pluriforme samenleving die jongeren benoemen en ervaren. In dit kader 
onderzochten we welk type problemen rond pluriformiteit domineerde in hun verhalen; 
aan welk type culturele verschillen zij deze problemen toedichten; en of de interpretatie 
van deze problemen varieert binnen en tussen categorieën jongeren. Doel van het onder-
zoek was inzicht te verwerven in de manier waarop de herkenning en interpretaties van 
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problemen rond pluriformiteit door deze jongeren zich verhouden tot een breed con-
cept van diversiteitgeletterdheid (diversity literacy). Vanuit ons brede democratieconcept 
beargumenteerden wij dat een brede diversiteitgeletterdheid impliceert dat men inzicht 
heeft in de historische, culturele, en sociale en economische achtergrond van problemen 
rond pluriformiteit; dat men inzicht heeft in verschillende theoretische discoursen rond 
diversiteit en onderliggende epistemologische en ontologische visies; en dat men een 
reëel beeld heeft van de inspanning die het kan vergen om jezelf thuis te voelen in een 
pluriforme omgeving en het gevoel te ontwikkelen dat je met deze diversiteit om kunt 
gaan.

Data analyse wees uit dat drie typen problemen rond pluriformiteit door een ruime 
meerderheid van de jongeren genoemd werd. De verhalen van twee van deze type prob-
lemen zijn verder geanalyseerd: intimidatie door overlast gevende jeugdgroepen en dis-
criminatie van en door groepen burgers. Deze analyse wees uit dat de interpretaties van 
problemen rond pluriformiteit verschilden tussen en binnen jongerencategorieën. Onze 
analyse wees bijvoorbeeld uit dat denkbeelden over de achtergrond van problemen met 
overlast gevende jeugdgroepen verschilden naar sekse, opleidingsniveau en etniciteit van 
de jongeren. Verder onderzoek is nodig om uitspraken te kunnen doen over de repre-
sentativiteit van deze resultaten voor een grotere groep jongeren in een stedelijke om-
geving in Nederland en mogelijke verklaringen hiervoor. Analyse van de relatie tussen 
genoemde problemen en in Nederlandstalig onderzoek beschreven dichotomieën tussen 
bevolkingsgroepen liet zien dat er twee alternatieve dichotomieën onderscheiden kun-
nen worden: ten eerste, de dichotomie tussen jongeren wiens schoolcarrière vanwege 
familie- of persoonlijke omstandigheden gefrustreerd wordt en jongeren die geen ver-
traging oplopen; ten tweede, de dichotomie tussen jongeren die zich senang voelen bij het 
ontwikkelen van hun identiteit in een pluriforme omgeving en jongeren die een meer ho-
mogene omgeving prefereren. In het algemeen concludeerden we dat deze jongeren maar 
weinig gedeelde verhalen hadden over problemen rond pluriformiteit. In hun verhalen 
over de achtergrond van hun denkbeelden over problemen rond pluriformiteit gaven de 
jongeren aan dat deze vooral gevormd waren op basis van eigen observaties en informatie 
uit nieuwsprogramma’s en documentaires. zelden gaven ze aan dat hun denkbeelden 
gevormd waren in, of naar aanleiding van, lessen op school. Over het algemeen kunnen 
we op basis van ons onderzoek de voorlopige conclusie trekken dat deze jongeren een 
gefragmenteerd inzicht ontwikkelden in problemen rond pluriformiteit in de Nederland-
se samenleving, het ontstaan van deze problemen en de manier waarop zij tot op heden 
geadresseerd zijn. 

In hoofdstuk negen rapporteren we ons onderzoek naar hoe deze jongen betekenis 
geven aan hun citizenship efficacy: hun denkbeelden en gevoelens ten aanzien van de 
mate waarin zij invloed hebben op praktijken en procedures in de samenleving. We 
onderzochten welk invloedsdomein domineerde in de verhalen van deze jongeren, welke 
typen activiteiten en invloeden zij noemden, en in welke mate zij refereerden aan morele 
en politieke dimensies van het uitoefenen van invloed. Tevens onderzochten we hun ver-



244 Adolescents’ Democratic Engagement

halen ten aanzien van de achtergrond van hun citizenship efficacy. Hierbij onderscheid-
den we drie typen invloeden: hun burgerschapsfilosofie, structurele invloeden en partici-
patieve competenties. Doel van het onderzoek was om te verkennen hoe de denkbeelden 
van deze jongeren over en hun waardering van hun citizenship efficacy zich verhoudt 
tot een breed citizenship efficacy concept. Vanuit ons brede democratieconcept beargu-
menteerden we dat er sprake is van een breed type citizenship efficacy als men inzicht 
heeft in de manier waarop men invloed kan uitoefenen op praktijken en procedures in 
de persoonlijke omgeving en in het maatschappelijke en politieke domein; als men sen-
sitief is voor morele componenten van citizenship efficacy, en als men het idee heeft dat 
men bestaande machtsstructuren, machtsongelijkheden en processen van uitsluiting en 
stigmatisering in verschillende gemeenschappen kan identificeren, ermee om kan gaan, 
en ze kan agenderen.

Op basis van thematische en narratieve data analyse onderscheidden we vier citizen-
ship efficacy-typen: het maatschappelijke type, het omgevingsgerichte en politieke type, 
het omgevingsgerichte type, en het passieve type. Deze typologie maakt inzichtelijk dat 
maar twee van de vier typen waarde hecht aan het ontwikkelen van het idee dat men 
verschil kan maken in het politieke domein. zij laat tevens zien dat alleen het eerste 
type de wens heeft om, bijvoorbeeld via maatschappelijke instituties praktijken of pro-
cedures, de samenleving te kunnen beïnvloeden. Scholieren van MBO en VWO waren 
gelijk verdeeld over de verschillende citizenship efficacy typen. Hoewel MBO-scholieren 
regelmatig aangaven dat ze niet over de benodigde vaardigheden beschikten om te kun-
nen participeren, verschilden scholieren van MBO en VWO niet in de mate waarin men 
dacht verschil te kunnen maken. Data analyse wees verder uit dat deze jongeren nauweli-
jks spraken over morele componenten van hun citizenship efficacy en dat slechts een en-
keling alternatieve, bescheiden manieren noemden waarop zij praktijken en procedures 
zouden kunnen beïnvloeden. Onze resultaten doen vermoeden dat het formele onderwi-
js deze jongeren weinig geholpen heeft bij het verwerven en ontwikkelen van inzichten 
in de beperkingen van hun politieke en morele competenties, van mogelijke voordelen 
van het participeren in maatschappelijke en politieke activiteiten, en alternatieve waarde-
volle en haalbare resultaten van dergelijke activiteiten. Verder kwalitatief en kwantitatief 
onderzoek is nodig om inzicht te verwerven in de representativiteit van deze resultaten 
voor een grotere groep jongeren in Nederland.

In hoofdstuk tien rapporteren we onze studie naar overeenkomsten en verschillen 
tussen de denkbeelden van een van de VWO-scholieren over zijn burgerschapsver-
ant-woordelijkheden en de verantwoordelijkheden zoals beschreven door Parker (2003) 
en Westheimer en kahne (2004), die pleiten voor een breed type democratisch burger-
schapsonderwijs. Deze scholier selecteerden wij vanwege zijn overwegend smalle denk-
beelden over zijn verantwoordelijkheden als burger in een democratische en pluriforme 
samenleving, hetgeen hem representatief maakt voor een meerderheid van de Neder-
landse bevolking. Doel van deze studie was inzicht te verwerven in discrepanties tus-
sen de burgerschapsaspiraties van jongeren en doelen van een breder type democratisch 
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burgerschapsonderwijs. Verder wilden wij inzicht verwerven in de meervoudigheid van 
het beeld dat jongeren hebben van hun eigen burgerschap (civic self-image). 

Analyse van de verhalen van deze scholier over de achtergrond van zijn denkbeelden 
over zijn verantwoordelijkheden als burger wees uit dat zijn denkbeelden samen hingen 
met een beperkt inzicht in de invloed van zijn goede sociaaleconomische achtergrond op 
zijn burgerschapssituatie, een opvatting van goed burgerschap als een neutraal concept, 
en een onbekendheid met sociale onrechtvaardigheden in de Nederlandse samenleving 
die aandacht behoeven. In overeenkomst met een overwegend smal democratieconcept 
had deze scholier de indruk dat burgers in Nederland dezelfde mogelijkheden en dezelf-
de rechten hebben. Vrijheid ging volgens hem over de vrijheid om je met je eigen zaken 
bezig te houden. Het al dan niet je democratisch burgerschap ontwikkelen zag hij als een 
persoonlijke keuze. Hoewel deze scholier niet vond dat hij een verantwoordelijkheid had 
om bij te dragen aan de democratie op meso of macro niveau, noemde hij wel een aantal 
verantwoordelijkheden op inter-persoonlijk niveau. Op basis van deze bevindingen con-
cluderen wij het voor de ontwikkeling van democratisch burgerschap belangrijk is jongeren 
ook inzicht te laten verwerven in problematische aspecten van huidige democratieverhalen, 
procedures en praktijken. Verder concluderen we dat het belangrijk is dat jongeren een 
realistische beeld ontwikkelen van hun burgerschapscompetenties, en dat het belangrijk is 
jongeren te laten inzien hoe zaken als beleefdheid, betrouwbaarheid, flexibiliteit in de om-
gang met andere gewoonten, niet veroordelend zijn, inzicht verwerven in complexe samen-
hang van factoren, respect voor het feit dat mensen andere keuzes maken en omgaan met 
je eigen beperkingen ook geïnterpreteerd kunnen worden als elementen van democratisch 
burgerschap: Wanneer jongeren inzicht verwerven in de manier waarop deze competenties 
de ontwikkeling van een democratische cultuur beïnvloeden, kan dit hen helpen inzien hoe 
men in het dagelijks leven op verschillende manieren al bijdraagt, en kan bijdragen aan het 
democratische karakter van een samenleving.

Conclusie en discussie
Op basis van de resultaten van de vier empirische studies die we in dit onderzoekstraject 
uitgevoerd hebben, concluderen wij dat bij maar een beperkt aantal van deze jongeren 
sprake is van een breed democratisch engagement. Weinigen hadden overwegend bre-
de denkbeelden over democratie; de meesten leken een gefragmenteerd beeld te hebben 
van bestaande problemen rond pluriformiteit in de Nederlandse samenleving; en wein-
igen ontwikkelden een maatschappelijk type citizenship efficacy: het type dat zichzelf 
in staat acht om invloed uit te oefenen op maatschappelijke praktijken en dit ook am-
bieert. Tevens concludeerden we dat bij een aantal jongeren sprake was van een zeer 
beperkt democratisch engagement: Deze jongeren hadden nauwelijks verhalen over wat 
democratie betekent en over mogelijke waarden van een democratische samenleving. 
Tevens werd een aantal jongeren gecategoriseerd als passieve citizenship efficacy types. 

Op basis van ons empirisch en conceptueel onderzoek ontwikkelden we een ondersc-
heid in drie typen democratisch engagement: een passief democratisch engagement, een 
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overwegend smal en een overwegend breed democratisch engagement. kenmerkend voor 
de passieve types is dat zij geen verbinding hebben ontwikkeld met het democratische pro-
ces. zij hebben weinig verhalen over wat democratie inhoudt en hoe zij profiteren van het 
leven in een democratische samenleving. Verder hebben zij niet de ambitie om een bijdrage 
te leveren aan het democratische proces, en nauwelijks inzicht in de manier waarop het 
democratische karakter van de samenleving zich verder ontwikkelt. Een smal type democ-
ratisch engagement wordt gekenmerkt door een smalle verbondenheid met het democra-
tische proces. Dit betekent dat men democratie alleen beschouwt als een politiek systeem 
waarin het volk regeert en waarin de rechten van de bevolking geborgd zijn in de grondwet. 
In samenhang met dit smalle concept, (h)erkent men waarschijnlijk alleen democratische 
verantwoordelijkheden in het politieke domein. We benoemden ook drie beperkingen die 
passieve en smalle types met elkaar gemeen hebben: Dat beide typen beperkte mogelijk-
heden hebben om een sterke waardering van democratie te ontwikkelen; Dat ze blind zijn 
voor de normatieve kaders die ten grondslag liggen aan huidige verhalen over democratie 
en democratische praktijken en procedures; En dat ze niet over een overkoepelend kader en 
een gemeenschappelijke taal beschikken om een voorstelling te maken van een wenselijke 
samenleving die boven het normatieve kader van de eigen gemeenschap uitstijgt. Een bred-
er democratisch engagement daarentegen houdt in dat men een bredere opvatting over en 
waardering van democratie ontwikkelt en een type citizenship efficacy en verantwoordeli-
jkheidsbesef dat aansluit bij een breder democratieconcept. In 11.7 beschrijven we tevens 
hoe een breed type democratisch engagement kan bijdragen aan het beeld dat jongeren van 
zichzelf als burger hebben, aan het democratische karakter van een samenleving, en aan de 
kwaliteit van relaties tussen landen. 

Op basis van ons theoretisch kader onderscheidden wij tevens een aantal centrale 
kenmerken van een breed type democratisch burgerschap. Deze kenmerken zijn in par-
agraaf 11.8 gepresenteerd onder drie koppen: een brede democratische en diversiteitge-
letterdheid, een breed type democratische participatie en efficacy en het beeld dat jon-
geren van zichzelf als burger hebben en hun democratisch engagement. Dit overzicht 
maakt inzichtelijk dat we democratisch engagement als een belangrijk onderdeel van 
democratisch burgerschap beschouwen. Het betreft een voorlopig overzicht, aangezien 
de kernelementen in het huidige overzicht gebaseerd zijn op empirische en conceptuele 
studies naar de eerste twee dimensies van een democratische attitude zoals beschreven in 
hoofdstuk vijf. Toekomstig onderzoek kan bijdragen aan de identificatie van kernaspect-
en die samenhangen met de overige drie dimensies die wij onderscheidden in ons oor-
spronkelijke theoretische raamwerk. In paragraaf 11.8 beschrijven we ook dat wij naar 
aanleiding van onze bevindingen vermoeden dat er voor deze jongeren in het formele 
(burgerschaps)onderwijs weinig ruimte is geweest om een breed type democratisch en-
gagement te ontwikkelen, een breed type geletterdheid ten aanzien van democratie en 
diversiteit, en een breed type participatieve competenties: Weinig jongeren gaven aan dat 
zij uitgedaagd waren om hun opvattingen over en waardering van democratie en diver-
siteit te verwoorden en bevragen voorafgaand aan hun participatie aan de interviews in 
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dit onderzoek; weinigen gaven aan dat zij in school op een betekenisvolle manier hebben 
kunnen participeren in overlegstructuren of activiteitencommissies; en weinigen gaven 
aan dat ze uitgenodigd waren om te praten over de manier waarop zij betekenis geven aan 
hun burgerschap voorafgaand aan de interviews. Deze veronderstelling behoeft verder 
onderzoek naar burgerschapsverhalen en bestaande burgerschapsmethoden.

In het discussiehoofdstuk, hoofdstuk twaalf, bespreken we de waarde van ons brede 
democratisch burgerschapsconcept voor bestaande raamwerken in democratisch burger-
schapsonderwijs. In het bijzonder gaan we in dit hoofdstuk in op het onderscheid tussen 
ons brede democratisch burgerschapsconcept en Veugelers’ concept van kritisch democ-
ratisch burgerschap. Vijf verschillen worden besproken. Tevens bespreken we wat ons 
brede concept kan toevoegen aan Veugelers’ kritisch democratisch burgerschapsconcept. 
zo geven we aan dat ons onderscheid tussen een smal en een breed concept handvatten 
biedt voor het onderscheiden van smalle en brede concepten van autonomie en sociale 
betrokkenheid, de twee centrale begrippen in het kritisch democratisch burgerschap-
sconcept van Veugelers; dat ons concept een narratieve component toevoegt; en dat ons 
concept de nadruk legt op het ontwikkelingsproces van jongeren, in het bijzonder het feit 
dat jongeren altijd (on)bewust kiezen voor een bepaalde manier van bijdragen aan het 
democratische en pluriforme karakter van een samenleving, en dat wij pleiten voor het 
expliciteren en bevragen van deze keuze. 

In dit hoofdstuk worden ook enkele beperkingen van ons onderzoek besproken. zo 
geven we aan dat we op basis van deze exploratieve en kwalitatieve studie geen conclusies 
kunnen trekken over het democratisch engagement van jongeren in het algemeen in 
Nederland. Ons onderzoek heeft wel tot een aantal veronderstellingen geleid ten aanzien 
van het democratisch engagement en de democratische geletterdheid van Nederlandse 
jongeren die verder onderzoek behoeven. 

In deze dissertatie rapporteerden wij een narratief onderzoek naar een normatief 
fenomeen: een breed type democratisch engagement. In deze context onderzochten we 
de manier waarop 27 jongeren betekenis geven aan hun burgerschap in een democra-
tische en pluriforme samenleving, ontwikkelden we een breed democratieconcept, bes-
chreven we beperkingen van bestaande democratieconcepten en bestaande concepten 
van democratisch burgerschap, en probeerden we een bijdrage te leveren aan inzicht 
in de relatie tussen iemands democratieconcept en het type engagement dat iemand 
ontwikkelt, en in de complexiteit van het ontwikkelen van een breed type democratisch 
burgerschap. Hiermee staat ons onderzoek in een traditie van waardevolle wetenschap in 
de politieke filosofie, pedagogiek en Humanistiek.

Data analyse leidde tot inzicht in een aantal beperkingen van het democratisch en-
gagement van deze jongeren en veronderstellingen over beperkingen van het democ-
ratische engagement van een grotere groep jongeren in stedelijke omgevingen in Ned-
erland. Toekomstig onderzoek kan uitwijzen in welke mate het formele (burgerschaps)
onderwijs in Nederland jongeren de benodigde ruimte, discoursen over burgerschap en 
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democratie en infrastructuur kan bieden voor het ontwikkelen van hun burgerschapsver-
haal en democratisch engagement. Op basis van onze conceptuele en empirische studies 
concludeerden wij tevens dat onderwijs over, door en voor democratie en democratisch 
burgerschap een academische, participatieve en narratieve component heeft. In dit kader 
deden we aanbevelingen voor de verdere ontwikkeling van burgerschapsonderwijs op 
deze drie gebieden. In het bijzonder pleitten wij voor het begeleiden van jongeren bij het 
betekenis geven aan hun burgerschap in een hoogmoderne democratische en pluriforme 
samenleving en in de context van ontwikkelingen op macro en meso niveau die hun 
dagelijks leven beïnvloeden. Dit kan bijvoorbeeld door hen te helpen bij het ontwikkelen 
van hun burgerschapsverhaal en hun narratieve capaciteiten. Tevens pleitten wij voor het 
incorporeren van bredere democratieconcepten en bredere concepten van democratisch 
burgerschap in schoolculturen, schoolstructuren en onderwijsprogramma’s. Niet omdat 
wij van mening zijn dat iedereen een breed type democratisch engagement moet ontwik-
kelen, maar omdat wij vinden dat de Nederlandse samenleving jongeren ook de mogeli-
jkheid moet bieden om een breder democratisch engagement te ontwikkelen: een type 
democratische betrokkenheid en een type democratische participatie dat overeenkomt 
met en bijdraagt aan het voordurend proces van de vormgeving aan een multipolaire 
samenleving. 

We hopen dat de resultaten van dit onderzoek docenten, schoolmanagers en politici 
zullen inspireren in het gesprek over hun pedagogische visie, in het bijzonder hun visie 
op de rol van docenten en scholen in het faciliteren van de ontwikkeling van een breed 
type democratisch engagement bij de burgers van de toekomst.
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