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Introduction

The scope of this thesis is to understand whether the current financial crisis, that has hardly hit  

Greece, has affected in any way the stance of young people towards civil society.1 The Greek finan-

cial crisis has started in 2008 and has had a great impact both on the financial and the social aspects  

of the citizens’ everyday life. Young people, aged 15 - 30, have witnessed massive changes in their 

lives, and as one of the most vulnerable social groups, they have faced many challenges caused by 

the economic recession. 

The high rates of youth unemployment, the brain drain and the uncertainty about their future are  

some of the main problems of the young Greeks. Youth had central  role in demonstrations and 

protests in 2008 - when the 15years pupil Alexis Grigoropoulos has been shot by a policeman- and 

in grassroots movements such as Indignants (Greek Indignados). 

According to the theory of Colin Crouch and his theory on post-democracy, in periods of severe 

crises “there is a chance for new mobilizations and identities to emerge, changing the predicted 

course of political apathy and  the gradual decay of political participation” (Loukidou, 2014). Thus, 

I would like to see whether in the context of the specific crisis, young people would feel the need to 

shape new strategies and develop practices of identification and citizenship. Moreover, I would like 

to explore where this need would be pursued by the participation of young people in youth organ-

isations. 

The initial idea for the following anthropological research came while I was working for the youth 

Non Governmental  Organization  “United Societies  of  Balkans”,  based  in  Thessaloniki,  Greece. 

Working as press officer for the organisation, I had the opportunity to encounter many of its volun-

teers. One day, a young person came to the office saying that she wanted to start volunteering for 

the NGO. Her exact words were “I would either commit suicide or do something in order to contrib-

ute in my own way to improve the situation in the country”. Explaining better her motivation, I un-

derstood that this specific person thought that joining a youth NGO could be an act of helping her-

self and the social environment around her. 

1 For anthropologists, the concept of civil society needs to be “contextualised and operationalised” (Buchowski,1996:  
80). Political anthropology tends to deconstruct the concept of civil society, highlighting issues such as micropolitics 
within NGOs,  and questioning  the targets  and the means  of  such organisations.  Along with  Buchowski,  many 
researchers support that civil society cannot be a “segment of society that is separate from politics” (Fisher, 1997). 
Moreover, there is a debate on whether NGOs are capable of defining the “good” that they want to bring in the 
society  or  in  the  local  community  they  work  for  while  some  researchers  have  criticised  NGOs,  especially  in 
countries in transition, for being a vehicle of Western values.  
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Then, it was the first time that I started to think the financial crisis as a potential factor affecting the 

stance of young people towards civil society as active participation and more specifically youth 

NGOs in Thessaloniki. Thus, the following study seeks to discuss whether the financial and social  

circumstances combined with the uncertain future of the youth generation have motivated or not 

more young people to join youth Civil Society Organisations (CSOs). 

Methodology

In order to investigate the aforementioned hypothesis, I made a qualitative research, interviewing 

seven (7) volunteers of the youth organisation “United Societies of Balkans”. In addition to that, in 

the present study I am trying to be reflexive above my active participant observation to the same 

NGO regarding volunteers' motivation. 

Firstly, I define young people, following the official European line, as the people who are between 

fifteen (15) and thirty (30) years old. As a criterion for the choice of volunteers, apart from being in 

this age box, I added that they should participate voluntarily in the organisation for at least one year. 

Trying to cover as much as I could the age range, I finally interviewed 7 people, 5 females and two 

males, who represent the age range of 18 to 30 years old. 

The interviews have been made via Skype and they all lasted around an hour. Although it was the 

same questionnaire designed for all the participants, I have made some changes according to the dif-

ferent replies or profiles of the respondents. For example, if the participant is 18 years old, I would 

skip the question regarding participation in election or if the participant had previous experiences 

with volunteering, I would ask more questions about these experiences. The questions concerned 

their motivation to join the youth NGO, the advantages of their participation, the way they perceive 

active citizenship, their opinion about new forms of association and the main problems of young 

people. The questionnaire also included some personal information regarding their political parti-

cipation, their employment or field of studies. 

Part I: Youth and Civil Society in Thessaloniki

According  to  the  data  of  the  Greek  Presidency  of  European  Union,  Thessaloniki  is  home  to 

Greece’s largest  youth population with approximately 150,000 students attending the city’s four 

universities. Along with the city’s own young residents, the youth population of the city is around 

200,000 or approximately 50% of central Thessaloniki’s residents and 1/5 of the city’s overall popu-
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lation. Thessaloniki is described as city with a distinct youthful character comprised by a vibrant 

urban life of buzzing neighborhoods, a very active student community, numerous youth NGOs, ma-

jor cultural events along with a rich arty alternative culture scene, and an extremely energetic night-

life that can be found in a real youth metropolis. 2

Partly because of these features, Thessaloniki has gained the title of the European Youth Capital for 

2014. During the year, organizers aim to empower the city’s youth and develop the structures re-

garding the promotion of youth entrepreneurship and active citizenship. 3

The city has a quite vibrant civil society sector with more than 9.000 registered organisations while 

the spirit of civic engagement seems to be flourishing the last 15 years and “the city seems to boast 

intense forms of formal or informal collective associations acting either against or in line with the 

state using various means of action” (Loukidou, 2011: 4). However, the sector has not remained in-

susceptible to the financial crisis the last years. Katerina Loukidou, in her PhD research concerning 

the new challenges and new perspectives of civil society in the years of the social and economic 

crisis, has measured the number of the newly established organisations in the period between 2009 

and 2012 in Thessaloniki. She concluded that there is a decrease in establishing new formal organ-

izations, while she added that the greatest decrease concerned the organisations which are posing 

permanent   demands   towards   the   State   or   adopting an   oppositional   attitude   towards   certain 

 policies (Loukidou, 2013)4. 

Regarding youth organisations specifically, the Civil  Society Index Report for Greece supported 

that the representation of young people “among the leadership of interest groups (such as GSEE) is 

small, while the strongest youth organisations belong to the major political parties” while it has 

been added that “most young people refrain from any collective activity” (Sotiropoulos & Kara-

magioli, 2006: 24).

The period after the 1990s was a flourishing era of political optimism regarding the expansion of 

the European Union and European values as well as it was also a very productive period concerning 

civil  society discourses in the EU (Rozakou, 2011).5 Simultaneously,  there were great  concerns 

2 http://www.gr2014.eu/news/features/thessaloniki-european-youth-capital-2014  
3 In her welcome letter, the President of Thessaloniki 2014 writes “Our role is to help young people become more 

extroverted, develop the spirit of solidarity, cooperation and respect towards others”. 
http://www.thessaloniki2014.eu/gr/ 

4 Loukidou defines the civil society which is oppositional to state as the one which either seeks to transform the 
regime or addresses certain claims to the state and seeks to reform some of the state policies.

5 According to European Commission, “civil society organisations are the principal structures of society outside of  
government  and public  administration, including economic operators” while  “the term has the benefit  of being 
inclusive and demonstrates that the concept of these organisations is deeply rooted in the democratic traditions of the 
Member Sates of the Union”.
(http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2002:0704:FIN:EN:PDF#_Toc46744741)
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about young people’s participation and decision making in issues that affect them, as it was suppor-

ted by research and academics that young people lack interest in politics and public involvement as 

well as there were many discourses regarding the ‘problem youth’, antisocial activity and social de-

cline (Bessant, 2003). In particular, volunteering has been in the centre of these discussions and one 

of the prime aims of the European policies regarding youth, and such as it was promoted through le -

gislative acts and subsidies. “Since 1988 the EU has been focusing explicitly on youth programs 

and the 2001 white paper on ‘A New Impetus For European Youth’ provided a solid framework to 

formalise and embed the participation of young people in EU policymaking”.6 One of the results 

was the birth of the European programme “Youth in Action” in 1988. 

According to its official page, Youth in Action is the Programme the European Union has set up for 

young people. “It aims to inspire a sense of active European citizenship, solidarity and tolerance 

among young Europeans and to involve them in shaping the Union's future. It promotes mobility 

within and beyond the EU's borders, non-formal learning and intercultural dialogue, and encourages 

the inclusion of all young people, regardless of their educational, social and cultural background”.

According to Buchowski, civil’s society condition depends on the larger social, economic, and cul-

tural context (Buchowski, 1996). During the period of the creation of Youth in Action, Greece, 

which found itself in a prosper financial situation and a stable social one, has also started efforts to 

boost and strengthen the civil  society,  including the sectors focusing on youth,  implementing a 

series of measures; number of ministerial departments and organizations were established with the 

specific aim of enhancing Greek civil society and volunteering: the “Department of Voluntarism” in 

the Ministry of Health and Social Solidarity (1998), the “Committee for NGOs” in the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs (1999). “At the same time, the General Secretariat for Civil Protection by the Min-

istry of Interior and the General Secretariat for Youth by the Ministry of Education started organiz-

ing training seminars for volunteers” (Rozakou, 2011). According to Sotiropoulos, the quantative at 

least flourishing of the civil society in Greece happened few years before the period we saw above, 

and more specifically after PASOK came to power in 1982 (Sotiropoulos, 2004).

Youth in Action, which has now become Erasmus +, remains an excellent funding opportunity for 

the youth NGOs based in Greece, as it offers the budget for the organisation of youth exchanges, 

long-term voluntary  services  abroad and training  projects.  The programme has  also  helped the 

youth organisations to survive the financial crisis as more than 100 Greek youth NGOs have re-

ceived funding from the programme in 2010. However, according to the official report of Youthnet 

6  Youth Participation in Democratic Life, Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency (2013) 
http://www.lse.ac.uk/businessAndConsultancy/LSEEnterprise/pdf/YouthParticipationDemocraticLife.pdf (p.19)
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regarding the state of youth civil society in Greece, the formal youth NGOs faced serious challenges 

during 2010 due to the financial hardship of the country and the decrease of state funding. On the 

other hand, the report showed the gradual flourishing of non formal youth groups which have very 

specific targets and they are exclusively based on volunteerism (Youthnet Hellas, 2011)7. 

Youth  organisations  in  Thessaloniki,  however,  have  been  strengthened  because  of  the  title  of 

European Youth Capital for 2014, that Thessaloniki has gained. NGOs and youth associations have 

played a significant role in the organisation of Thessaloniki 2014. Moreover, the effort of the local 

civil society to develop its partnership and networking had as outcome the establishment of a non 

formal network, called Thessaloniki's Volunteer Organisations Network,  Thess-Diktio. The  Thess-

Diktio is comprised by twenty two organisations, many of which are engaged with youth. 

One of them is United Societies of Balkans (U.S.B.). USB founded in Thessaloniki in 2008 with the 

vision to promote youth mobility, youth involvement in volunteering and their further sensitizing 

around social issues. Key areas of the organization's activities concern the defense of human rights, 

the organization of youth exchanges  and training courses,  which will  bring young people from 

Balkans and Europe together, the organization of local educational seminars and multimedia pro-

duction8. USB stands as a very active organisation, with many of its programs funded by European 

Commission and Council of Europe, and it has attracted a great number of volunteers aged between 

15 - 30 years old. The organisation hosts volunteers from abroad through the European Voluntary 

Service, while it also has a web radio station and a web TV. It has a very dynamic digital presence, 

with a Facebook account followed by more than 10.000 people and it also maintains a Facebook 

group where its members and volunteers post frequently information about events in the city and 

educational as well as professional opportunities. 

Part II: Profile of Young People in Greece and Thessaloniki

The youth population of Thessaloniki shares the same problems of the rest of the youth in Greece. 

High rates of youth unemployment, low wages, frustration with the political system, less opportun-

ities and weaknesses in education, training and job seeking are some of the most significant prob-

lems of youth in the country (Malkoutzis, 2011).

According to OECD, the percentage of unemployment for young people 15 - 24 years old has 

reached in 2012 the 55.3%, leaving one out of two young people unemployed and forcing many of 

7  http://www.youthnet.gr/GR/Actions-Reports.php 
8  http://www.usbngo.gr/en
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them to immigrate to other countries of European Union in search of a job9. According to the report 

of the global analysis and advisory firm, 'Oxford Analytica' in 2012,  “in contrast to other advanced 

economies,  where youth unemployment usually  decreases  as  the educational  level  increases,  in 

Greece the risk of unemployment is higher for those with twelve years of schooling and a university 

degree”. National and international media refer to the young generation as a lost generation, focus-

ing on the problematic social and financial scenery as well as to the youth perspectives of finding a 

job or giving a boost to the national economy. Oxford Analytica in an effort for profiling youth in  

Greece, notes that due to the financial and social crisis, young adults return to their families to pool  

resources and they tend to turn to self-employment or even farming, while it predicts that under the 

same circumstances youth will be further radicalised favoring either extreme left or extreme right 

instead of the parties in centre left and centre right political range. The authors of the paper under -

line the fact that the far-right Golden Dawn polled 14% in the 18-29 age group. 

 

The study of the General Secretariat for Youth for the state of youth in 2010 also revealed that the 

majority of young people (69,8%) were rather dissatisfied or very dissatisfied by their lives at the 

current period, indicating as some of their most important problems the unemployment, the eco-

nomic-occupational problems, the vocational rehabilitation, the anxiety for the future and the poor 

quality of life. 

Nick Malkoutzis, in a similar analysis on young people, supports that the latter deny to participate 

in the political system because they are disappointed by it while he believes that a proof of that is 

the high percentage of abstention in elections. Characteristically, he refers to the abstention rate of 

50% in the local election of November, 2010. 

The question that normally raises is that if young people cannot or deny to express their opinion 

through the political system, how they do it? Or they don’t do it at all? 

At an institutional level, young people can participate or be represented through various ways and 

groups such as the Hellenic National Youth Council, the local youth councils, the students associ-

ations, the youth sections of political parties, the Youth Parliament, the youth NGOs, the non formal 

youth  initiatives  and  groups,  and  the  online  organisations  (organisations  which  function  only 

through internet). “The General Secretariat for Youth is the only state organisation responsible for 

the development of youth policy and has worked for the mainstreaming of the youth dimension in 

governmental policies since 1982” (Tsekoura, 2011: 4). According to the report of General Secret-

9  http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/employment/youth-unemployment-rate_20752342-table2
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ariat for Youth (GSY) for 2010, in recent years, there is a fairly large number of active NGOs which 

are related directly or indirectly to issues concerning Greek Youth. The GSY defines the aims of 

these organisations as promoting volunteering and job mobility of young people, realizing import-

ant social interventions, providing networking and information, and raising awareness among young 

people on various issues.

Research made by the University of the Aegean revealed “low levels of youth participation in asso-

ciations,  clubs or trade unions,  a low interest  in voluntary work and a marked distrust  towards 

politicians” (Chtouris et al., 2006). The survey has also found that the young respondents do not  

feel confident to personally intervene or participate in political and social issues. On the other hand, 

they are more self-assured to deal successfully with other domains of their life such as family and  

peer groups. Greek youth appear cautious and detached when “they confront public issues expecting 

no assistance from the public sector or any formal institution, while they express no particular in-

terest in politics, they are not involved in voluntary work”(Chtouris et al., 2006: 11). One of the  

main survey’s conclusion was that there is a continuous decline of both active and employed popu-

lation in the age groups of 15–30 years, attributed mainly to the wider social, demographic and cul-

tural transformation of contemporary Greek society. Dimitris Sotiropoulos, describing the spirit of 

volunteerism in Greece  as  weak,  writes that  except  of  the  period preceding the 2004 Olympic 

Games, with 58,000 volunteers working for the preparation and conduction of the Games, volun-

teerism in the country remains anaemic. He also refers to a European Union study, conducted by the 

Educational, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency in 2010 which classified Greece among 

countries such as Italy, Lithuania and Bulgaria, in which less than 10 per cent of the population 

aged over 15 takes part in voluntary activities, whereas the EU average was 22 per cent (Sotiro-

poulos, 2014). In addition, the European Social Survey, confirming the above, showed that Greeks 

rarely register in voluntary associations, and when they do, they primarily prefer professional asso-

ciations and labour unions. 

In the same spirit, the survey of General Secretariat of Youth for the state of youth in Greece has 

showed that 58% of the young people has not participated in any youth group or voluntary institu-

tion. For those who did participate in at least one group, their first preference was the Informal Initi-

atives  Youth Group, followed by cultural  societies (15%), sports  club (14.2%),  students  boards 

(7.8%), and then NGOs (6.6%). Interesting finding though is that although young people do not par-

ticipate in NGOs, it is the NGOs that they trust the most in order to defend their generation’s in-

terests, with the percentage of 22.2%.  Furthermore, the majority (78.1%) seems to believe that the 
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youth of the country should organize initiatives or create new organizations that represent them and 

defend their rights.10

Despite the data above though, the young generation had a very strong presence both to the massive 

demonstrations in December of  2008, due to the shouting of the 15-years-old Alexis Grigoropoulos 

by a police officer in Athens, and the social movement “Indignants” (Aganaktismenoi).11

The December movement, as it is usually mentioned, mobilized a great percentage of young people; 

united high school students, youths from vocational training centers, university students and young 

workers, middleclass youths, and youths facing social exclusion (Sotiris, 2010). “From the point of 

view of mass, there were days with more than 100,000 participants nationwide, some 600 schools 

and 150 university facilities across the country occupied, and numerous labor unions, civil associ-

ations,  NGO's,  and social  movements  in  daily  strikes  and marches” (Kalyvas,  2010:  352).  For 

Panagiotis Sotiris this movement represented a turning point in social movements and it was the 

result of worsening employment prospects for young people, the aggressive restructuring of the 

educational system and the concerns about the effects of the current economic depression, while it 

was in its beginning. The problems above, according to him, was partly a reason for the reproduc-

tion of a rather unitary identity for young people in Greece that time. It is important to note here that  

before 2008, university students have also united and organized big demonstrations and long sit-ins 

due to measures of the government regarding the privatization of education in 2006-2007. The no-

tion of a united identity of youth has also been stressed by Petropoulou in her analysis regarding the 

2008 “uprising”. She highlights that the reasons that have mobilized so many young people from 

different areas and social strata have their roots in the causes of the financial depression, varying 

from the low wages for youth to the worsening of educational system. This can also be understood 

by the banners of the young protesters in various Greek cities, with slogans such as “school that  

educates them, not one that exterminates them”. 

“The influence of the Greek youth uprising on urban social movements seems also to have created a 

new issue: claiming and practicing the exercise of free expression in open spaces at the level of 

everyday life. In the era of globalization the importance of social struggles at this level is crucial” 

(Petropoulou, 2010: 221). The 2008 movement had indeed a great impact on the identity of young 

people, their politicization and most importantly to the development of new forms of association 

10  http://www.neagenia.gr/appdata/documents/book-eng.pdf
11 “In Greece a mass movement known as the Aganaktismeni (the 

Indignant) became the main agent of social resistance to the 
memorandum signed by the Greek government, the European Union and the International Monetary Fund” (Simiti, 
2014: iii)
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and solidarity networks. The next big movement of Indignants, that followed in 2010, furthered this 

trend. “People learned how to communicate,  collaborate and stand up to police repression.  The 

youth politicized in December crowded the squares and stood firm against the attacks of the riot po-

lice. It is not an exaggeration to say that without the 2008 insurrection, the 2011 occupations would 

not have happened” (Douzinas, 2013: 143).  The media in 2011 have reported that about half of the 

people that have gathered in Syntagma Square in Athens, where the movement has started, were 

youth.  “An academic  project  co-coordinated by Vasiliki  Georgiadou found that  the  majority  of 

protestors were aged 25-44 (25.3%) and held bachelor's degrees (60%), while a small minority had 

a post-graduate degree” (Simiti, 2014: 17). The movement, which appeared also in other countries 

hit by the austerity measures, has triggered the attention of international media, like Spiegel which 

had as headline “The Rage of the 'Indignants': A European Generation Takes to the Streets”12

For Theoharis, the events of December reflected young people’s general frustration with democratic 

politics and their disconnection from civil society (Theocharis, 2011). Theocharis developed an in-

teresting idea, based on Inglehart’s theory of postmaterialism, arguing that the financial depression 

has caused a “shift in young people’s cultural values, enabling them to have more energy to invest 

in quality of life concerns, such as self-expression issues and human rights” (Theocharis, 2011: 

204). According to the research realised by the author, this post-materialistic spirit is quite obvious 

in the online communities that Greek youth has developed during and after the Indignants’ move-

ment. But does the same apply to the offline reality of young people? 

The experience of Indignant’s and December movement changed the social expression of young 

people who have gradually started to create or join independent social movements which claim cit-

izens’ rights to public places, and promote democracy and solidarity. According to Dimitris Sidiro-

poulos, financial crisis was one of the four factors, along with the increase of immigration, the fight  

against corruption and the increased environmental awareness, that had a considerable impact in the 

Greek civil society (Sotiropoulos, 2014).  Characteristic example of such initiatives is the “Borou-

me”, a nonprofit initiative which “coordinates the daily donation of surplus food from a variety of 

sources to orphanages, soup kitchens, nursing homes, and other welfare institutions” (Malkoutzis, 

2013).

12  http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/the-rage-of-the-indignants-a-european-generation-takes-to-the-streets-a-
767032.html
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Part III: The impact of participant observation and the qualitative research

A. The impact of qualitative research 

Much of the research that has been done in the field of civil society and youth culture during crisis 

involves most of the time the opinion of the people who work for CSOs for youth or the ones en-

gaged in non formal initiatives. Thus, I found that it was quite interesting to see the opinion of the 

young people themselves who decided to volunteer for a youth organisation and dedicate part of 

their time for this cause.

The young people that have participated in my research are between 18 and 30 years old and they 

have been volunteering for at least 1 year for the organisation “United Societies of Balkans”. I have 

met all of them personally while I was working in the organisation and followed their path and pro-

gress in the organisation. 

Trying to see if there is any connection between the financial crisis and the respondents’ involve-

ment in the organisation, my first two questions referred to their motivation and expectations join-

ing United Societies of Balkans. Most of the respondents set as priority the factor of learning and 

acquiring new experiences. The majority have never participated in a similar project or organisation 

before the USB and most of them have never had any experience in volunteering in general. So, it is  

common in their answers to admit that they had not a clear idea about what volunteering means. For 

instance, one interviewee, Vicky, 18 years old, said “I joined USB mostly because I wanted to learn 

new things. Before my participation, I thought that volunteering was mostly about learning than of-

fering. After the end of the project which I participated in, I realised that volunteering is mostly  

about giving than earning”. 

The two of them though, who had former experience with volunteering, were quite eager to try it  

again in a longer term. One of them actually replied that “After my experience in Torino participat-

ing in a voluntary project, I came back to Greece and searched for something similar. The things 

that have really motivated me were the experiences I have lived, the non formal learning activities, 

the knowledge I acquired on social problems and the way the members of the team have developed 

strong bonds between us”. For others, the factor that made them approach USB was that the organ-

isation focuses on social matters and not environmental or others. Interestingly, one girl replied that 

the Olympic Games and the burst of volunteering in that period made her think of starting engaging 

with voluntary projects. “When I firstly learnt about U.S.B., it was that time of Olympic Games, 
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when everybody was searching something to participate in or be involved with. I saw people doing 

many similar  stuff  and I  was  convinced  that  volunteering would  offer  to  me personally  many 

things”.

In the Greek bibliography, it is very usually mentioned that Olympic Games were a special moment 

for the spirit of volunteering in the country. Nationwide survey of popular opinion, realized by a 

consortium of companies in collaboration with «Athens 2004», showed that the most enthusiastic 

age group of volunteers were young people but also that the attitude and feelings of the volunteers 

were especially positive towards the Olympic Games of 2004. “Moreover, one in three candidate 

volunteers declared that they had offered voluntary services in the past, two in three volunteers ex-

pressed a will  to volunteer  for  the first  time in their  lives,  inspired by the organization of  the 

Olympic Games in Greece and most importantly two in three answered that they were aspired to 

continue providing volunteering services in other types of social activity (Georgiadis, Spiliopoulos, 

Rampotas, 2006). According to the authors, the results of the survey highlight –perhaps for first 

time in Greece– the existence of a ‘social current’ in favor of volunteering, a fact that constitutes an 

important heritage as well as promise for the Olympic Games. On the top of that, many respondents 

said that their most important motivation is that they help their homeland.

Regarding my research,  only three responses  about  the motivation for  joining U.S.B. could be 

somehow connected to the financial recession. Ioanna, 21, replied that one of the reasons why she 

joined the non profit organisation is that the project she was about to participate  included, among 

other things, techniques on how to search for a job, write a CV and cope successfully with work in-

terviews. Maria, 22, has admitted that she began searching for organisations in Thessaloniki to vo-

lunteer for, following the advice of her university professors who suggested their students to activ-

ate themselves so that they will also enrich their CV. The latter considered USB as the most appro-

priate organisation for her as her field of studies focuses on Southeastern Europe, which is the focus 

area of USB as well. Thus, her motivation was also to combine her theoretical knowledge with 

something more practical through her involvement in USB. The last response that I would like to 

include in this section is the one of Kyriakos, 30 years old. Kyriakos was not satisfied from his 

work as it was not related to his studies. Not feeling fulfilled by his work, Kyriakos started follow-

ing USB and its activities as he wanted to escape from a “compromised” way of life as well as he 

wanted to feel active, helpful for his society and happier. 

Regarding now to their expectations from their voluntary involvement, the most common ones was 

the socialization and the acquaintance of new people with common ideas and interests. “My main 
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motivation was to participate in something collective, where other people with common interests 

and concerns regarding social issues are engaged. The aim is not necessarily to solve serious mat-

ters. We are young people and therefore, we can think of innovative ideas and solutions to everyday 

issues in order to improve the lives of our fellow citizens” said one respondent. In addition to that, 

many respondents said that along with the people with common interests, they were very eager to 

meet other young people from different backgrounds in order to exchange opinions and share exper-

iences, and thus to widen their horizons. 

The need of young people for socialization brings us closer to the theory of postmaterialism by 

Inglehart. As one respondent said “I see crisis as an opportunity. Actually, crisis didn’t make me 

miserable. When nobody has money, we all try to find creative ways in order to spend time with our 

friends without spending money. In the framework of a youth NGO, I believe that we found the way 

to cover needs that we didn’t know that we have. For example, some years ago our biggest prob-

lems were which dress to wear or which accessories to buy. And suddenly our needs have changed 

completely and we have discovered others, more important ones. We found out that offering to 

someone and feeling that we are not the only ones in need are more essential things for our lives. 

The crisis shed light to other fields in our lives, such as human contact, communication, having 

good friends and belonging to a team with the same needs as yours”. 

There are quite many academics who support that we can witness a cultural shift in the values of the  

young people living in Greece. Gavriilidis writes characteristically “The definition of a good life, as 

implied in the framework of the Greek cultural intimacy, consisted of the following scenario: live 

with your parents until you get a degree - get a good job - earn money -create a family - do con-

sumption/shopping - have your kids live with you until they get a degree, and over again. With this 

movement, a large part of Greek... youth expressed an anxiety before the possibility not of missing 

this life style, but precisely of getting it." (Gavriilidis, 2009).

Most of the respondents highlighted the need of meeting new people through their engagement with 

a young non governmental organisation. For some of those though, their expectations also included 

learning about social rights and having access to many information regarding similar projects, pro-

fessional and academic opportunities, such as scholarships. United Societies of Balkans through 

monthly newsletters and two facebook pages keep on posting news about such opportunities, which 

are usually quite useful for the youth. 

In order to understand whether the young participants started volunteering, having as a thought to 

support their local community, I asked them whether they were more interested in local projects or 
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European and International ones. The answers were quite mixed. The majority, four out of seven, 

told me that their first priority was to volunteer in order to create some change at the local level, 

while the others supported that they were excited about going abroad for a project and meet people 

from other countries. Talking to interviewees, they explained to me that under the current, very 

hard, financial situation, short term voluntary projects abroad stand as an amazing opportunity in or-

der to travel and meet other cultures and at the same time learn about social issues around Europe. 

Interestingly, some of them said that after being involved with the organisation, they also started 

thinking of volunteering at European level, without of course leaving behind the idea to improve 

their local realities. “The first thing I had to my mind was to learn about my local society and then 

help to improve it. Afterwards, I started thinking about the bigger picture and the different social  

problems occurring in Europe too. I dreamt of a more multicultural Thessaloniki. For example, I 

wish our classes at school could be more multicultural with students from the Roma community and 

young immigrants. The picture that comes to my mind is the buses. I imagine of a bus where Roma 

would sit next to non Roma without a problem. When I learnt about the small percentage of the 

youngsters from the Roma community who attend school, I would like to go there and see how I 

could be helpful. And then I also started thinking about the immigrants living in the city, who are 

also excluded. I would like somehow all the people living in the city to have access to the social ser-

vices and be part of the society”.

European projects, run by NGOs such as USB, focus on the European ideals and values as well as  

to the formation of European citizen and European citizenship. The official page of Youth in Action 

programme explicitly writes that the programme “aims to inspire a sense of active European citizen-

ship, solidarity and tolerance among young Europeans and to involve them in shaping the Union's 

future”.  13 However, crisis in Greece has shaken somehow the idea of the United Europe and the 

trust both to the European institution and the alleged European solidarity. When I was doing the re-

search, I was quite curious to see if the crisis and the current political scene have  affected negat-

ively the stance of young people towards the idea of European Union. From my sample, it seems 

that the current sociopolitical and economical conditions have not had any impact to the young 

people’s trust towards Europe or their motivation to meet people from the rest of the European 

countries.  According to the Eurobarometer  and the report  of EU about  the behaviour of young 

people, the 45% of youngsters between 15 -24 feel strong about European citizenship and the 50% 

have a positive image of the EU and EU integration. According to the same survey, the positive atti-

tude of young people despite the financial hardship, “the worrying figures on youth social exclusion 

13  http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/youth/index_en.php
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and unemployment brought about by the crisis, reveals the existence of strong expectations for the 

EU, and significant potential for young people’s political participation and engagement.” 14 

Moreover, according to my experience youngsters are far more interested to visit a European city 

for a project than another in Southeastern Europe, as it seems that they feel belonging more to the  

European family than to the Balkan one.  

The physical contact with young people from the rest of the European Union and other countries 

and the traveling abroad were also two very important gains from their participation in U.S.B., ac-

cording to the answers of the interviewees. The sharing and exchanging of experiences with foreign 

youth have improved their communication and language skills and made them more open-minded. 

Especially, two of the interviewees, who have also spent 9 months abroad with the help of European 

Voluntary Service (Youth in Action - European Project), underlined the fact that they can now speak 

much more fluently in English while they can communicate more easily with people from other 

countries. “I think that in the past, I was more shy ... not exactly shy but it was usually used to take 

me more time in order to become part of a team and socialize. Now, I don’t need time. I can meet  

new people and communicate with them quickly, directly and feeling very comfortable”, one parti-

cipant said. The interaction with young people from different backgrounds (such as immigrants or 

Roma) was of equal importance for participants as well. 

Almost all of them have also underlined that they have gained skills which can be used for different 

purposes; skills related to their field of studies or profession or totally irrelevant, like the video 

shouting or CV writing. Maria, 22, said that “I liked the fact that I learnt things that I could use af -

terwards, such as CV writing techniques. The only information I had about this thing was from the 

organisation and it came from really experienced people. Moreover, I liked the way that I learnt  

about this stuff; non formal education. In that way, we also got to know each other better”. 

Few of them have also focused on the fact that while volunteering, they were feeling more ener-

gized, happy and fulfilled while at the same time they felt more motivated to help their local soci-

ety. Vicky, 18, said that with her participation in the organisation, she discovered a part of herself 

that she didn’t know before. “I didn’t expect to be that sensitive or want to offer to the society. From 

the time that the project I was participating in ended, I kept on searching for other similar opportun-

ities. I believe that I developed a part of myself which urges me to give to people, to approach more 

the society of my city. I want to do whatever it takes in order to change Thessaloniki and transform 

it to the city I imagine of”.  It is impressive though that a couple of respondents replied that big op-

14   Political Participation and EU Citizenship: Perceptions and Behaviours of Young People. Evidence from 
Eurobarometer surveys.
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portunities in their lives, such as gaining a scholarship to study in a university in the USA, have 

come as a result of their volunteering.

In this chapter, I tried to see which are the motivations and expectations of young people joining 

USB as well as the advantages of their participation. There were some cases that can be indicative 

of the relation between crisis and joining a youth NGO. In a situation where many young people do 

not have a job that expresses their interests, they may try to feel active and fulfilled by joining an 

organisation, which will make them know better their city and the local society as well as it will 

give them opportunities to meet new people with social awareness. Furthermore, if we accept that 

crisis causes a gradual social and cultural shift, young people recognize their deeper needs such as 

to socialize with other young people with common interests and anxieties and share experiences 

with them as well as to prove themselves helpful in order to suggest solutions to some problems re-

garding the youth or the local community in general. Thirdly, young people seems to search for 

knowledge, empowerment, meeting other cultures and countries and capacity-building; four things 

that a youth NGO can offer. More specifically, USB has dedicated all the projects of 2013 under the 

thematic Youth in Crisis, trying to help young people deal with the crisis by offering them know-

ledge, widening their horizons, and helping them to live new and motivating experiences. 

It is important to note though that none of the participants has joined the organisation in order to in-

tervene in political matters or in order to make the voices of young people stronger in the city. 

In the next section, we are going to see how the young people define the notion of active citizenship 

and which is their opinion about the most important problems of youth right now and the grassroots 

movements and the non formal groups and independent initiatives. 

B. Above active citizenship among the youth

Regarding their perception about active citizenship,  almost all  the respondents referred to three 

main  characteristics  of  active  citizens;  they  get  informed  about  what’s  happening  in  their 

cities/countries, they want to improve the environment which they interact with, and they try to help 

the people around them. For Paris, 21, volunteering is part of the identity of an active citizen. “Es-

pecially in our country where nothing is done without the help of volunteers, to be a volunteer is  

very important. Nobody will take care of the vulnerable social groups, except of the volunteers.  

Through my participation in USB, I believe that I made a step forward for becoming an active cit-

izen”, he said. 
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For Ioanna, 21, active citizen is also the one that uses social media and internet in general in order  

to fight for a cause and motivate the others to do so. But according to her, it is more important for  

an active citizen to interact directly and physically with the people in order to achieve the change 

he/she wants to see. She thinks that it is more effective for example to participate in demonstrations  

or organise an open festival. 

It is very interesting that almost all the interviewees have combined active citizenship not only with 

the action in the framework of your city, but also at a national level and then at a global level. “Act-

ive citizen is the one who is interested about what’s happening around him; at his home, workplace, 

neighborhood, city, country” said Kyriakos, 30. While another interviewee has also mentioned that 

the active citizens consider themselves as citizens of the world; they are not only interested in local 

affairs but also in global ones. 

Kyriakos and Ioanna have also  described the way that  an active  citizen  should  act and this  is 

through peaceful and legal ways. Another interviewee has also stressed the importance of minor ac-

tions that can also show that you are an active citizen and you are interested in improving the lives 

of the others. “It might seem as a minor action but when an active citizen learns, for instance, about  

a seminar or a festival which could be useful for some people, he shares the information with them. 

On the other hand, a passive citizen would just keep that information to himself in order to enjoy 

the benefits” Evgenia, 24, said pointing out that selfishness is one of the characteristics that doesn’t 

fit with the idea of active citizenship. 

As it happened also with the research made by Tsekoura about active citizenship in Greece and the 

UK,  young  people  mentioned  only  the  responsibilities  of  active  citizens  and  not  their  rights 

(Tsekoura, 2011). 

The results of the qualitative research show that the young people tend to identify citizenship more 

with “engaged citizenship” than “duty-based citizenship”. Analyzing the two different types, in the 

American context, it has revealed that younger generations tend to be more attached to the first one, 

“engaged citizenship”. The latter, includes responsibilities that don’t only have to do with institu-

tional duties, such as voting, but mainly with the formation of an opinion regarding current affairs 

and politics, the free expression and the participation in voluntary groups (Dalton, 2008). According 

to Dalton, “as people have become more educated, politically skilled and policy oriented and accept 

engaged citizenship,  they seek different  means of influencing policy”.  The participants,  indeed, 

while describing an active citizen, have never mentioned voting. They have focused more on the 
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elements of solidarity,  information and knowledge, self-expression and active interest  about the 

community. It is interesting to note here that all participants of voting age, except one, have voted in 

the previous elections unless they were abroad. Although in their everyday life, they are eager to 

practice their democratic rights (i.e. voting), they don’t consider it as a priority for being active in 

the society. 

The young people have expressed the opinion that volunteering for an organisation made them feel 

that they were closer to be active citizens. According to the survey about behavior of young people 

in the EU, “volunteering is connected to youth participation in two ways. First it is in itself a form 

of participation, based on a sense of solidarity between young people and others around them in so-

ciety and a wish to give something to others for free or with minimal extrinsic reward. Second, it 

must be seen as a pathway to further participation in other spheres of democratic life from education 

to employment. In increasing young volunteers’ skills, knowledge, social networks and sense of self 

efficacy, volunteering can play a part in empowering them to be even more active citizens in their  

localities and countries”.15 Interviewing young people, I often heard that they hoped that their in-

volvement with a NGO could indirectly help them to find a job, as they though that they would ac-

quire new skills and knowledge. But all of them stated that this was not their actual motivation and 

that volunteering cannot be done only for such benefits. The true benefits from their participation 

came because they were more than eager to learn new things, meet new people from, explore better 

their city and help their community. I also found quite interesting the theory of one participant who 

said that while participating in a youth NGO, you have greater access to the information and so, you 

can learn about and attend events organised by local authorities regarding youth. When you under-

stand that there are things that actually happen to the city about youth, you can form a more accur-

ate image about the state’s policies concerning youth and think of what should be changed or im-

proved. 

While it is obvious that non formal groups and initiatives gain ground, especially after the Decem-

ber 2008 riots, I asked the young interviewees whether they feel that they could express themselves 

better by participating in a grassroots movement.  Surprisingly, most of them, 6 out of 7, replied that  

they prefer being part of a youth NGO rather a grass root initiative. 

One of the reasons was that they combine NGOs with a more organised environment. Paris, 21, said 

“I believe that in non formal groups, the environment can be friendlier, and thus help the young 

people who are not so open. On the other hand, when you have to do with a NGO, the organisation 

is better”. In the same framework, Kyriakos stated that he prefers being in something organised, 

15  Political  Participation  and  EU  Citizenship:  Perceptions  and  Behaviours  of  Young  People.  Evidence  from 
Eurobarometer surveys.
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which already has a base and specific aim. “I don’t want to act arbitrarily. It doesn’t matter if it is  

about youth, Human Rights don’t have age. But I prefer to fight for my rights or others’ rights 

through an organised situation, a NGO; something that existed from before, has a name, specific 

activities, it is known by other people and has proved its value in the past and not just a group that 

appeared one day and it can disappear the next one” he said. The factor of stability was important  

for other participants too as well as the recognition from the society. “NGOs are recognized by the 

Greek society. Comparing with NGOs in other countries, I believe that the Greek case is quite good. 

Youngsters in Greek youth NGOs are active, they take initiatives and thus they express themselves 

better joining a NGO. I do not want to stop being engaged with it and I wouldn’t change it for any-

thing else”, said another participant. 

Other participants also referred to the factor of knowledge. “If you participate for example in the In-

dingants’ movement, you show your dissatisfaction against the current situation, you react but you 

do not learn. I am more interested in learning new things right now. Thus, I can see myself better in 

a NGO” said one of the young people. 

Previous studies have showed that youth organisations can be more effective in promoting and sup-

porting young people’s rights and interests than non formal organisations but they can also be more 

distant from the real needs of most of the young people. On the other hand, grassroots and com-

munity-based youth organisations usually have fewer resources and limited knowledge regarding 

fundraising, but they might be more representative of the youth.16 According to the analysis of 

Tsekoura about active citizenship, the young people seem to lack power and youth workers- people 

in charge of the voluntary projects- seem to be the holders and key players for the transfer of power. 

It is true that in a youth NGO, the young participants cannot determine which projects will be im-

plemented but they can choose in which of them they would like to participate in. In U.S.B. the  

team that decides which projects will be implemented happens to be comprised of young people 

too, but this is not the case for all youth NGOs. 

Loukidou in her research about the change of civil society in Thessaloniki during crisis, she high-

lighted that there is a tendency towards more alternative forms and informal models of organisation 

as well as an increase of the organisations with  neutral  relationship  towards  the  State. “The  de-

creased  numbers  of  new  Unions  in  the  years  following 2009  can  be  indicative  of  the  link 

 between  the  psychological,  social  and  political  consequences  of  the  crisis  and  the  austerity 

 measures,  supporting  the  hypothesis  of  an  inverse  relation  between  crisis  and  formal  organ-

16  Political Participation and EU Citizenship: Perceptions and Behaviours of Young People. Evidence from
Eurobarometer surveys.
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izational  activity” (Loukidou, 2014: 5). The increase of popularity and the empowerment of these 

informal organisations is indicative of the fact that the formal NGOs couldn’t grab that effectively 

the opportunities that came up because of the crisis (Sotiropoulos, 2014).

Many scholars have commented the growth of informal groups and citizens initiatives that sprung 

after the beginning of the crisis, the 2008 movement and the Indignants. Those groups engage with 

issues that are not exclusively of financial or political importance. Many of them focus on environ-

mental issues, aim to fight corruption and try to advocate for the rights of citizens to public spaces. 

At the same time, they have appeared solidarity-based networks which gather food and clothes for  

the poorer people. However, one should not exaggerate regarding the participation of Greeks in 

such kind of movements. “In 2011, only 7 per cent of Greeks devoted money to community activit-

ies, whereas 33 per cent of Italians, 21 per cent of Spaniards and 23 per cent of Portuguese did so.  

Greeks on the average devoted 3 per cent of their time to community activities; Italians devoted 14 

per cent of their time, Portuguese 10 per cent and Spaniards 18 per cent” (Sotiropoulos, 2014). An-

other new phenomenon which emerged recently are the debating platforms, such as TEDx17, which 

according to Malkoutzis indicates the greater willingness of citizens to exchange views and share 

experiences in a productive environment (Malkoutzis, 2013).

The only interviewee who claimed that she prefers being a part of an informal initiative, said that in 

such forms of organisations people can activate more than in NGOs. However, I would like to note 

that the specific group, that the young interviewee refers to, is closely affiliated with a political 

party. “I am a member of an anti-racist  group which aims to fight racism against homosexuals, 

people with disabilities and immigrants. We organize documentary screenings, followed by discus-

sions while at the same time we participate in demonstrations too. [...] I believe that such groups 

and NGOs have more or less the same objectives but in such groups young people can participate 

more actively and they usually stay longer, comparing with NGOs”, she said. 

It is strange that although the young people have a great grasp of the principles of active citizenship,  

they are quite hesitant to follow a non formal group, which doesn’t focus on youth. From my per-

sonal experience, I have noticed that the volunteers are quite eager to support such groups by at-

tending  events,  sharing  information  through  internet  or  offer  material  help  to  solidarity-based 

groups and networks but as the research shows they are not interested in participating more actively. 

17 Non – profit organisation, devoted to spreading ideas, usually in the form of short, powerful talks (18 minutes or 

less).
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The question that raises is whether young people believe or not that such initiatives are effective in 

terms of promoting the voices of young people and solving the problems of the youth. 

One of my last questions to the interviewees were, which are, according to their opinion and experi-

ences, the most severe problems of their peers. It is interesting that the majority of the youngsters 

who just enter university or still study believe that the greatest problem of young generation is  

apathy and inaction. “Most of them (young people) sit and do nothing. They think what is bad but  

they do nothing to change it. [...] We don’t have the power to take action, to activate ourselves. And 

this is something that really bothers me. I have been in many companies who just talk and talk 

about what’s wrong. However, after the discussion, they stay idle. In order to change that, I usually 

share my experiences from USB with my friends in order to motivate them to do something similar.  

This is the way I believe I can help to solve this problem”, said one participant. For another, it is  

quite alarming that young people believe whatever the educational system teaches them without 

searching further. “It is sad. I have schoolmates who do not know anything about the crisis, they 

don’t have any idea why the country has reached this point. They just reproduce whatever they hear 

from the TV. They don’ care. On the top of that, some of my schoolmates are quite xenophobic too” 

she told me. 

Racism and xenophobia have been also mentioned by another participant as problematic stances of 

the youth. For the other interviewees, the most significant problems are the unemployment, the in-

security and the uncertainty that the future brings. One of the interviewees highlighted that these 

factors result to another great problem; the fear of young people to risk or take unexpected de-

cisions. Quite interesting is the note of two interviewees that great problem of the youth is also the 

fact that there is a lack of information regarding the opportunities that young people have regarding 

their employment and education: “The university is not connected to the market. When the young 

people are not completely informed about their choices, they might make mistakes. We cannot al-

ways blame the crisis for the existing rates of unemployment. If young people were better informed, 

they would make better choices and find a job easier”.  

Many of these problems existed even before the crisis but the crisis has either exacerbated them or 

revealed their true magnitude. Regarding the solutions that young people suggested to their prob-

lems, the most prominent were the solidarity among people, the honest communication between 

them, the respect and the right information for youth. It is not by accident that some of the solutions 

that youngster gave are also some of the benefits that they stated they have gained from their parti-

cipation in the youth organisation.
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My final question to the respondents had to do with the link between the crisis and youth participa-

tion. For most of them crisis was not a conscious reason to join a youth NGO, as it has also been  

proved by their replies concerning their motivation and expectations participating in USB. As most 

of them said, maybe the financial depression has unconsciously affected their opinion joining USB, 

but for sure it was not a conscious thinking. One of the interviewees said that crisis was not the 

reason why she started volunteering but it is for sure one of the reasons that she keeps on doing it. 

What I didn’t really anticipate from the answers of the respondents were the comments of three of 

them saying that they actually believe that crisis was a discouraging factor for their peers in order 

for them to become more active in the society and volunteer for an organisation. I quote here their 

comments. 

“I think that because of the crisis young people have stopped engaging with civil society. I know 

many people, who were used to help voluntarily or work for a NGO, and then they stopped because 

they wanted to use their time finding a job or working in order to gain some money. There is a gap 

between the active and non-active citizens and it keeps getting bigger and bigger.”

“I believe that the crisis has led young people to alienate themselves from politics. Young people 

feel discouraged to participate more actively in the society.”

“Crisis can have a counter-effect in youth participation. There is such pressure from your family and 

from university. University keeps on getting more competitive and many young people want to fin-

ish with their studies as soon as possible and get a job. They think more of themselves and they do 

not activate in other fields than their studies”.

The survey about the youth participation in the European Union claims that according to  their 

sample, the stakeholders interviewed, and the focus groups youth volunteering has not affected by 

the crisis and it is still flourishing. However, the survey highlights that the only factors that can neg-

atively affect volunteering at these ages are the bad social circumstances, such as low pay, long-

hour employment and familial circumstances of caring and youth poverty.18

It has been claimed by many academics that dissatisfaction from the political system and especially 

the two former major parties, ND and PASOK, can lead young people to alienate themselves totally 

from the political scenery. Instead, they could turn to other forms of expression such as going to  

demonstrations, joining squats, joining a youth NGO or a more alternative form of organisation or 

18  Youth Participation in Democratic Life, Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency (2013)
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even changing country. The comments of the young people, however, show that this dissatisfaction 

and mistrust towards the traditional political system combined with the hard socioeconomic condi-

tions cause by the crisis can lead young people to close to themselves and become more selfish. 

C. Participant observation and auto-reflexive understanding

During the period I was a member of the youth NGO, U.S.B., I had the opportunity to meet and dis-

cuss with many young people who approached the organisation with different expectations and 

aims. The offices of the organisation are a quite cozy place with a distinctive youthful character. 

The walls are decorated by photos of young people who took part in local activities and seminars 

abroad but also with photo-collages, handcrafts, and other artistic creations, made during work-

shops. There is also a library and a music studio where volunteers can record podcasts, which are 

uploaded on the online radio station of the organisation. As the U.S.B. hosts volunteers from abroad 

all year long, the office is always full of young people from Europe, and thus full of energy.

The young people who were visiting the organisation, either to become volunteers or ask for in-

formation about local or European projects, were happily surprised by the friendly and multicultural 

atmosphere that prevailed. They seem to feel comfortable and they were eager to learn about the 

activities and targets of the organisation. Moreover, they usually talked to the foreign volunteers to 

ask them about their voluntary service or to give them advice about the life in Thessaloniki. 

As press officer of the organisation, one of my main aims was to reach as many people as possible,  

focusing on the youth of course, and inform them about the projects of USB but also about the op-

portunities they had regarding education, training and volunteering both at local and international 

level. Main communication tools were the website of the organisation, its accounts on Facebook 

and Twitter but also its monthly newsletter. Apart from the official Facebook page, USB has also a 

Facebook group where  members,  volunteers  and other  young people  joining share  information 

about educational and job opportunities as well as events taking place in the city. The group was 

quite active and I was impressed by the willingness of young people to inform and motivate their 

peers. 

As I personally understood it, the message behind all the information shared was that there are 

many opportunities for young people in order to become more active and do something useful both 

for themselves and the society. For example, the director of the organisation used to say in his inter-

views with the media that it is time to fight “the culture of drinking coffees”, referring to the stereo-

24



typical life of students in the city and the passive way of living. As I had participated in European 

projects, even before joining the organisation, I knew first hand how energetic, motivated and happy 

you feel after such experiences. 

Indeed, the atmosphere during the training courses or seminars that USB organized in the city was 

most of the times very positive and agreeable. Having a central role in one of the projects regarding 

Social Rights, I worked for almost a year with a team of 20 young people, including Roma people, 

living in Thessaloniki. During the project, the young participants attended different workshops con-

cerning Social Rights, advocacy, video production while they have also produced a short document-

ary about the young Roma community of Thessaloniki. 

The workshops took place in a hotel in the centre of Thessaloniki, in order to be easily accessible by  

all the members of the team. In the breaks between the different sessions, the participants/volunteers  

were used to talk about the workshops, their personal life, their studies etc. Some of the volunteers 

who have participated in the specific project have been impressed by the fact that they learnt so 

many things without being in a classroom. Others have also said that after the end of the project, 

they felt more confident about themselves and motivated to do things that would help vulnerable 

groups in Thessaloniki. Moreover, few members of this project group have applied to take part in 

other similar projects too. As I was observing the young volunteers, I understood that after a certain 

amount of time, they were better informed about what's happening in the city, and they were more 

eager to participate in public events, seminars or support other youth,  environmental or Human 

Rights initiatives. Some of the project participants are at the same time interviewees for this re-

search. 

The number of young people who wanted to approach the organisation has been increased lately19. 

Some of them have heard about the organisation from their friends, others from university and some 

others found it through internet, and especially Facebook. I was wondering if the reason was the 

growing popularity of the organisation or other factors, such as the financial and social circum-

stances. Although I was not responsible for the volunteers, I had the chance to speak to some of  

them. There were two young people who have told me that they would like to be part of the organ-

isation in order to help and learn new things. As long as I was member of the organisation, there 

was no such thing as a common profile of the young people who wanted to start volunteering for the 

U.S.B.. There were young people from all social strata, mostly students or youngsters who just fin-

ished with their studies but also a few people who have started working. They were also people  

19 I always refer to the period I was a member of the specific organisation; September 2012 – November 2013.
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from cultural minorities but almost none with immigrant background. At some point, a young girl 

has come telling us that she felt despair by what was happening in the country and she thought that 

the only solution she could think of was to start volunteering for an organisation. It was the first 

time she came to the office. 

Then it was the moment when I started thinking that I would like to do a research concerning the 

possible factors that urge young people to approach a youth NGO. How the call of a youth NGO to-

wards the young people of the city to deploy their creativity for a good cause is interpreted in the 

context of a severe financial crisis? And how young people respond to it?

Conclusion 

In my thesis, I tried to see whether the financial recession along with its social impact has affected 

the stance of young people towards civil society and especially youth NGOs. 

In order to understand that, I interviewed a number of young people who volunteer for the youth 

NGO “United Societies of Balkans”, asking them questions regarding their motivation and expecta-

tions from their volunteering, their perception about active citizenship and their opinion concerning 

the most important problems of the Greek youth nowadays. 

Aiming to approach the issue as completely as I could, I have referred to the state of youth in 

Greece in the last five years but also to the impact of the crisis on the identity of the young people 

and the civil society in Greece and more specifically in Thessaloniki. Unemployment, uncertainty 

for the future, mistrust towards the traditional political environment, and insufficient educational 

system are some of the most significant problems the young people have to face according to the 

dominant bibliography. The movement of December 2008 along with the Indignants’ movement, 

however, have influenced the stance of young people towards politics and society and had a direct 

impact on the increase of non formal groups and citizens initiatives which claim people’s right to 

pubic spaces and free expression and intend to help the most vulnerable groups. 

The qualitative research that I have conducted showed that there is no direct or at least conscious re -

lation between the crisis and the decision of young people to start volunteering for a youth NGO. 

What is more clear is that the crisis has changed the attitude of young people and shaped their val-

ues and needs. The fluid social and financial environment has probably made young people to re-

consider their needs which have shifted from more materialistic to post-materialistic ones, such as 

the need for communication and socialization with other young people with same interests and con-
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cerns, the need to experience new things and acquire knowledge as well as the need to feel creative 

and active in the framework of their city. These are some of the main needs they seek to cover when 

they begin volunteering for a youth NGO. 

Surprisingly, although the young people interviewed had a great grasp of the responsibilities of an 

active citizenship and they already volunteer for an organisation, they would not be that eager to 

participate actively in a non formal group or citizens initiative. At the same time, young people have  

commented that the crisis has also been a negative factor for their peers to join any organisation, 

grassroots movement, or initiative as well as to keep being informed and interested in politics. Ac-

cording to the latter, the pressure to finish their studies and  find a job makes the young people more 

competitive, selfish and totally uninterested in social issues occurring at national level. The statist-

ics show that a very small minority of young people in Greece are actually active in youth organisa-

tions, without a shift being noticed since the beginning of the crisis. How can we recognize which 

are the factors that lead some young people to become more active under the current crisis and 

which are the ones that make them more passive citizens?

As all the respondents of my survey are university graduates and they describe the majority of their  

classmates as passive, then we probably need to search about factors that go beyond education or 

income and focus more on factors that are crucial for the choices of lifestyle of young people such 

as family, close environment, educational system and access to information. At least my reflexive 

understanding leads me to that hypothesis which needs to be developed in a future study.
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