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Abstract 

Young people’s experiences of citizenship play a significant part in shaping their citizenship 

norms and practices. While young people’s experiences as citizens have been explored in the 

literature, the places they live, which shape their experiences, are often not considered. Using 

qualitative case study evidence in the form of 13 focus groups (n=35) and 21 interviews with 

secondary school students aged 13-17 from three rural communities in Germany, this research 

contributes to our understanding of how place is related to young people’s experiences of citi-

zenship. Findings suggest that place acted as a reference point when participants discussed their 

citizenship practices. Furthermore, place determined the citizenship spaces participants en-

countered and acted as a lens through which current citizenship issues were interpreted. 
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There is concern in public discourse and academic literature regarding the health of democra-

cies, particularly the role of young citizens in democratic societies. These concerns are based 

on differences in citizen norms and practices being observed in comparison to other age groups 

and previous generations of young people, including a decrease in formal participation, later 

attainment of typical markers of adult status, and declining availability and use of civic infra-

structure (Flanagan et al., 2012; Flinders et al., 2020). One significant factor in taking up citi-

zenship activities in democratic societies is how young people experience their role as citizens 
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(Conover, 1995). In this research we aim to develop our understanding of how young people 

experience citizenship in relation to the places they inhabit. We focus on young people aged 

13-17 because they are a unique group that differ from other young people because of the 

unique spaces they are excluded from (e.g. voting) and have access to (e.g. secondary school) 

which influences their citizenship experiences significantly. To explore the role of place in 

young people’s citizenship experiences, we carried out case studies with young people in rural 

communities, which have traditionally been neglected in research which often focuses on urban 

youth or does not discuss place in relation to young people’s experiences (Adolfsson & Coe, 

2022; Waterson & Moffa, 2016). This is problematic because place shapes citizenship due to 

its influence on what young people deem appropriate citizenship norms, which practices young 

people believe citizens have access to and the citizenship spaces young people are exposed to 

(Adolfsson, 2024; Robson et al., 2007; Suppers, 2023). The case studies introduced here are 

Anderberg, Stolpe and Lohstedt, which are rural towns and their surrounding villages in the 

German counties of Baden-Wuerttemberg and Lower Saxony. Anderberg, Stolpe and Lohstedt 

are pseudonyms. We used pseudonyms for towns, schools and participant names to protect 

participants’ identities. To guide our investigation, we developed the following research ques-

tion: “How is place related to young people's citizenship experiences?”  

Young people’s experience of citizenship in connection to their places 

To understand young people’s role in democratic societies, scholars are exploring young peo-

ple’s citizenship perceptions (Lister et al., 2003; Wood, 2022) and practices (Abs & Hahn-

Laudenberg, 2017; Pickard, 2022; Schulz et al., 2018; Suppers, 2022a) as well as factors con-

tributing to participants’ engagement in democratic societies, including citizen norms (Bennett, 

2003; Reichert, 2016; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004a) and citizenship education (Achour & 

Wagner, 2020; Biesta & Lawy, 2006; Sant, 2019). With this paper we contribute to this schol-

arly debate by exploring an often overlooked aspect in previous research, namely how young 
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people’s place is connected to their citizenship experiences, using three rural case study com-

munities in Germany. In the following section, we define place, citizenship spaces and citizen-

ship experiences. We also summarise the existing literature on young people’s citizenship ex-

periences in relation to place and how we aim to contribute to existing literature on contextu-

alised notions of citizenship. 

Place has received increasing attention in the literature since the spatial turn in the social sci-

ences and humanities (Anderson et al., 2010). Place is often referred to as an elusive concept 

due to its multiple aspects including social, temporal and geographic dimension (Cresswell, 

2015; Massey, 2005). The social dimension of place recognises a person’s place within a group 

hierarchy in terms of their gender, race, class or culture, thus, affecting their access and oppor-

tunities, for example, to different citizenship practices (Anderson et al., 2010; Cresswell, 2015; 

Preston, 2003). The temporal dimension of place refers to places being shaped by specific ex-

periences which are temporally bound, such as current community issues affecting the percep-

tion of a place. Massey (2005) describes this as place “won’t be the same ‘here’ when it is no 

longer now” (p. 139). The geographic dimension of place refers to the spatiality of where par-

ticipants live and how this affects their experiences but also norms, practices, memories and 

emotions: 

As we experience a place we experience an intertwining of ourselves with that place; 

an intertwining of memories, both personal and collective, with the physicality of place. 

This interlacing of place and memory can be said to infuse memory with physicality, 

and place with mentality. (Booth, 2008, p. 299) 

Place is “deeply woven into the fabric of who we are” (Preston, 2003, XVI) and, as a result 

intertwined with the actions we take: 
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[Place] is meaningfully constituted in relation to human agency and activity. A human-

ized space forms both the medium and outcome of action, both constraining and ena-

bling it. (Tilley, 1994, p. 10) 

Thus, we perceive place as connected to people’s geographic, social and temporal position and 

experiences and, therefore, as a concept that needs to be understood beyond statistical charac-

teristics (Woods, 2009). In this research we explore the role of place for young people’s expe-

rience of citizenship through the context of three rural case study communities. As a result of 

the way we perceive place, we explore these communities through some statistical factors such 

as where the communities are and how many people live there but mainly focus our attention 

on young people’s experiences of their places (Nelson et al., 2021).  

Citizenship spaces are the different venues within which young people experience citizenship. 

These spaces may include schools or community organisations that provide opportunities for 

youth to express their views, participate in decision-making, and engage in collective action 

and, thus, are significant for shaping their citizenship experiences (Harris, Wyn, & Younes, 

2010). The concept of citizenship spaces is rooted in the idea that citizenship is not confined to 

legal status or formal institutions but is actively practiced and experienced in everyday life (Isin 

& Nielsen, 2008). We argue that citizenship spaces are shaped and experienced differently by 

young people depending on the places they inhabit because they afford different social, tem-

poral and geographic realities. Community services such as the voluntary fire brigade and vol-

unteering in clubs (Vereine in German) are, for example, important pillars of many rural com-

munities in Germany which would not exist otherwise due to the low population density in 

these areas (Gensicke 2014; Kleiner and Klärner 2019). As a result, community service may 

be a more visible and accepted citizenship space in rural communities than urban centres in 

Germany.  
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We use citizenship experiences as an umbrella term including citizen norms and practices. Cit-

izen norms are ideas about what roles citizens have in a democracy and what qualities, attitudes, 

and behaviours are required from them (Abs & Hahn-Laudenberg, 2017; Dalton, 2008). Citizen 

norms can act as a vision for society and, thus, influence citizens’ choice of preferred citizen-

ship activities: 

For some, a commitment to democracy is a promise to protect liberal notions of free-

dom, while for others democracy is primarily about equality or equality of opportunity. 

For some, civil society is the key, while for others, free markets are the great hope for 

a democratic society. For some, good citizens in a democracy volunteer, while for oth-

ers they take active parts in political processes by voting, protesting, and working on 

political campaigns. (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004b, p. 1) 

Exploring citizen norms and how young people have developed these visions for democracy 

can provide insights into their intentions to participate in democratic systems, which can in turn 

help us understand how to keep democratic systems healthy (Almond & Verba, 1963; Bolzen-

dahl & Coffē, 2013). Citizenship practices refer to the activities citizens engage in, that influ-

ence the state, address community issues, are politically motivated, serve the community, or 

relate to community decision-making (Suppers, 2022a; Theocharis & van Deth, 2018; Verba 

and Nie, 1972). For this research we use the term citizenship experiences including both norms 

and practices as our goal is to develop a more nuanced understanding of the role of place in 

how young people understand and engage in citizenship, rather than having an interest in causal 

relationships between citizenship norms, practices and place.   

The concept of young people as citizens is contested, as their status as neither child nor adult 

leads to ambiguity (Wood, 2022). Between the dependency of childhood and the perceived 
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independence of adulthood, young people are confronted with differing expectations and op-

portunities regarding their citizen roles (Flanagan, 2013; Pole et al., 2005). Including but not 

limited to criminal responsibility, the ability to vote or compulsory school attendance, but also 

the weight of their voice in public debates or their communal participation, the citizenship 

rights, -duties and -practices of young people are characterised by an “in-betweenness” status 

(Benedicto & Moran, 2007; Miranda et al., 2020). Thus, Wood (2022) characterises young 

people as being citizens, becoming citizens, and doing citizenship, highlighting their member-

ship in a community, their marginal status and their active participation at the same time. Ad-

ditionally, the literature suggests a range of typologies to explain young people’s citizenship 

experiences including, amongst others, Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004a) personally responsi-

ble, participatory and justice-oriented citizens, and Bennett’s (2003) dutiful and actualising 

citizens. Both typologies appear to perceive citizens on a continuum from dutiful citizens (per-

sonally-responsible, dutiful) to actualising citizens (justice-oriented, actualising) which has 

shaped much of the current citizenship debate and underpins many key quantitative citizenship 

studies such as the International Civics and Citizenship Education Study (Abs & Hahn-

Laudenberg, 2017; Schulz et al., 2018) and a range of qualitative studies (Castro, 2013; Patter-

son et al., 2012; Sim et al., 2017). Based on applying dutiful and actualising citizen ideals, 

many studies find that young people prefer dutiful citizen ideals including obeying laws, main-

taining economic stability for their families, volunteering and voting in elections than actual-

ising citizen ideals (Kennedy et al., 2008; Schulz et al., 2018). It should be acknowledged that 

some studies have recently argued for a shift towards actualising citizenship including a diver-

sification of citizens’ participation repertoires and perceptions as part of shifting democratic 

systems (Bennett, 2003, Flinders et al., 2020).  

While the previously outlined models are useful to understand and categorise young people’s 

vision for society, these models often overlook that citizenship is a socio-cultural construct and 
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as such is deeply embedded in young people’s place (Adolfsson, 2024; Akar, 2018; Orman & 

Demiral, 2023; Reichert, 2016). As previously discussed, aspects of young people’s place that 

may shape their citizenship experiences include social, temporal and geographic dimensions 

such as the countries they live in and are from, their socio-economic background, their cultural 

characteristics and current citizenship issues. In addition, place may shape young people’s vi-

sion for democratic societies and citizens. Rural young people, for example, may develop dif-

ferent citizen ideals than their urban peers due to their exposure to unique rural issues (e.g. 

remoteness), unique access to rural-specific activities (e.g. community clubs) and restrictions 

from some urban-centric citizenship activities (e.g. protests) (Adolfsson 2024; Robson et al., 

2007). Previous studies have explored aspects of young people’s citizenship in relation to their 

place including young people’s activist citizenship in urban centres (Lam-Knott, 2020; Percy-

Smith et al., 2019), young people’s citizenship in relation to their socio-economic background 

and values (Arya, 2022), young people’s engagement around specific political issues such as 

environmental action (Pickard, 2022; Orman & Demiral, 2023; Salo, 2020), young people’s 

lives in rural communities (Antes, 2022; Benchekroun et al., 2022; Waterson & Moffa, 2016; 

Weller, 2009) and country level difference between young people’s citizen conceptualisations 

(Goering, 2013; Miranda et al., 2020; Schulz et al., 2018).  

In relation to young people in rural communities, previous studies have shown the impact of 

schools and social centres on young peoples’ conception of citizenship due to their role as a 

place of community (Adolfsson, 2024; Leisa & Chiodo, 2007; Trell & van Hoven, 2016). Fur-

thermore, research suggests that students in rural communities tend to understand citizenship 

as a service to others in their community, with less emphasis put on the political aspect of 

citizenship, although this also influenced by the age of students (Leisa & Chiodo, 2007). Much 

of the existing literature on rural young people’s citizenship is focused on isolated aspects of 
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citizenship such as activism or volunteering (Suppers, 2023; Kleiner, & Klärner, 2019; Qué-

niart, 2008), on young people who are already politically engaged (Adolfsson, 2024) or does 

not address the role of place “...rendering the experiences of youth in other places invisible” 

(Adolfsson & Coe, 2022, p. 2). Furthermore, existing research on young people in rural areas 

often focuses on topics such as aspirations, education opportunities, leisure, friendship and 

values (Antes et al., 2022; Benchekroun, 2022) rather than citizenship. This is especially true 

for Germany, where such studies mostly focus on Eastern Germany and cover topics like eve-

ryday disadvantages and outmigration (Meyer, 2020). This is a missed opportunity because 

being an engaged citizen can positively affect young people’s sense of belonging to their local 

communities and prevent rural outmigration (Baylina & Rodó-Zárate, 2020).  

Rural communities and citizenship education in Germany 

As different rural characteristics can influence citizenship experiences (Waterson & Moffa, 

2016), it is therefore important to describe rural regions in Germany. While an urban-rural 

divide exists regarding aspects such as population growth, Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

growth, access to public infrastructure and fast internet, there are also pronounced differences 

between western and eastern Germany. For example, in rural regions in East Germany stagna-

tion of population and a slower GDP growth are much more common compared to the rest of 

Germany (Deppisch et al., 2022). Differences between northern and southern Germany do not 

exist to such an extent and are better framed as regional core–periphery distinctions with strong 

economic regions, more prevalent in southern Germany (Heider, 2023; Maseland, 2014). Sub-

jective social status differences between urban and rural areas are rather weak, especially when 

compared to other countries such as France (Vigna, 2023). Overall, 98% of the German popu-

lation, for example, can reach supermarkets or general physicians within 10 minutes by car, 

while 78% need 30 minutes or less to reach them by foot, highlighting that access to essential 

services is still generally secure for people in rural areas (Deppisch et al., 2022). 
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Additionally, civic education, which can influence young people’s ideas about citizenship 

(Reichert, 2016), shows regional differences (Kenner, 2020). Due to German federalism, citi-

zenship education is controlled by federal states, which leads to various different subjects being 

taught throughout Germany and to a bigger influence of regionally successful political parties 

on the extent and content of the subject (Lange, 2008; Kenner, 2020). In the case study county 

of Lower Saxony, citizenship education is taught as Politics, Politics & Economics as well as 

Social Science in different school types. In the case study county of Baden-Wuerttemberg it is 

taught as a newly developed citizenship subject called Gemeinschaftskunde (Social Studies).  

 

Methods and case studies 

This research aims to analyse young people’s citizenship experiences and spaces in relation to 

place. To do this, we used qualitative methods aiming to understand young people’s experi-

ences and perceptions of their roles as citizens (Creswell, 2009; Hopwood, 2004). Our methods 

included 13 focus groups with 35 secondary school students in Baden-Wurttemberg and 21 

interviews with secondary school students in Lower Saxony (n=21). All participants, as well 

as their legal guardians, gave informed consent to participate. Ethical approval was granted by 

relevant authorities, such as our Universities’ Education Ethics Committee and the state school 

board. We recruited young people with different backgrounds regarding their age, gender, mi-

gratory background, socioeconomic status and school form. 

 

We collected data in three case study communities, Stolpe and Lohstedt in Lower Saxony and 

Anderberg in Baden-Wuerttemberg. Two types of focus groups were conducted with 35 stu-

dents from Anderberg (Year 8-10) including 8 focus groups led by researchers and 5 focus 

groups led by Year 10 students who co-created and carried out focus groups with their peers. 
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Participation of students in this part of the data collection was initiated by the researcher, but 

involved shared decisions with students who were part of the research process (Hart, 1997; 

Schäfer, 2012). For more methodological insights on student-led focus groups, refer to Suppers 

(2022b, p.115). All focus groups were conducted using Zoom ® and included questions about 

participants’ perceptions of good citizenship, their engagement in citizenship activities and 

their experience of citizenship activities. After using open questions about participants’ citi-

zenship experiences and spaces, we probed participants further, asking them about specific 

citizenship spaces including online spaces, their community and their school. Focus group data 

was first structured by coding those participant comments related to their citizenship experi-

ences and spaces. In the second step, we analysed data using reflexive thematic analysis, using 

strategies suggested by Braun and Clarke (2022).  

 

Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted with 21 students from Lower Saxony 

(Year 11) in a three-step process using virtually oriented tasks (Schäfer, 2012), including (1) 

adapted structure laying technique (Scheele & Groeben, 1988), (2) concept mapping (Kinchin 

et al., 2010) and (3) semi-structured interviews (Kallio et al., 2016). In the beginning of inter-

views, students were asked to write down everything they thought about when they heard the 

term “citizen”. Then they were asked to organise their items on a new sheet of paper, to group 

terms based on relatedness as well as importance to them and create a concept map. Subsequent 

interviews covered central elements of citizenship, processes of inclusion and exclusion, and 

their own role as citizens. All data was audio-recorded, transcribed and analysed using quali-

tative content analysis (Guest et al., 2011; Mayring, 2015). 

  

All participants attended Year 8-11 at a secondary school (including a Realschule, Gymnasium 

and Integrierte Gesamtschule) in Stolpe, Lohstedt or Anderberg. We selected three different 
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German regions which, regarding certain quantifiable variables such as population density, ex-

hibit elements of rurality in the German context, but we were more interested in the way the 

place the students inhabit was perceived by them and how they related it to citizenship experi-

ences. All three towns were located in regions with solid infrastructure and economic opportu-

nities, with Lohstedt and Stolpe being located in rural-urban fringes or peri-urban zones (Hei-

der, 2023; Qviström, 2018). Our participants were aged between 13 and 17 years with 47% of 

our participants identifying as male, 52.6% identifying as female. Some participants (0.4%) 

have not shared this information with us. Participants attended Year 8 (12.2%), Year 9 (31.6%), 

Year 10 (17.5%) and Year 11 (38.7%). Participants’ hometowns included the three case study 

towns, and surrounding villages, characterised by rurality including high agricultural yield and 

low population density. Out of the 42 participants who shared data on their hometowns, 45.2% 

lived in a village (less than 7,000 inhabitants), 28.6% lived in a small town (7,000-25,000 in-

habitants) and 26.1% lived in a medium town (25,000-59,000).  

 

Findings: How is place related to young people's citizenship experiences? 

Place was related to participants’ citizenship experiences through, firstly, acting as a reference 

point when discussing their citizenship experiences, secondly, by determining the citizenship 

spaces they encountered and, finally, as a lens through which current citizenship issues were 

interpreted. As follows these three themes, which we developed based on our analysis of focus 

groups and interviews, are shared. 

 

Participants often used their local places as a reference point when discussing their citizen-

ship experiences 
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Participants’ citizenship experiences were embedded in their local places which was evident in 

the many instances of participants mentioning their local communities when discussing citi-

zenship experiences. Participants predominantly referred to their local community by using 

words such as town (Ort), municipality (Gemeinde), local clubs (örtliche Vereine), village 

(Dorf) or their school. 

 

They [good citizens] shouldn’t always just complain and not do anything. If they com-

plain, they should say something or somehow collect signatures or let the municipality 

know they don’t think it’s ok how they are acting. (Maren, Y8, Anderberg) 

 

I was also a volunteer in the church for a long time and helped other people…We also 

have a lot of extracurricular activities here [at school]. So I think here as a citizen…it 

feels to me as if I am here in my small circle and have certain tasks or also do what I 

enjoy, that I help other people and these kind of things. (Samira, Y11, Lohstedt) 

 

I feel like a citizen of my village, also because of clubs and everything, you do a lot 

here, you have more to do with everyone here and in [next big town, location of the 

school], its just-, like something bigger (Swantje, Y11, Stolpe) 

 

As evident in these comments, participants contextualised their citizenship in their local places 

even though we asked them about being a citizen in general, using questions like: “Which skills 

and characteristics do good citizen have?” or “How do you participate as a citizen?”. Some 

participants also mentioned their country or Europe as a point of reference for their citizenship 

experience, as evident in the following comments. 

 



13 

 

As a citizen, you don't just live in one city. For example, I'm from [big city, other part 

of Germany], I've just moved here, and of course I would also say I'm a citizen of 

Stolpe, I'm also a citizen of [the district], but someone who lives in Germany is, in my 

opinion, a German citizen and not of a certain city. (Stella, Y11, Stolpe) 

 

I would describe myself as European [citizen] to be honest. Because my father and my 

mother both have a migration background...My mother comes from Poland and my 

father from Spain, so they both moved here at a very young age and that's why I always 

find it relatively interesting when someone asks me about my nationality, because the-

oretically I'm Spanish, German and Polish and that's why I would describe myself as a 

European overall and not just as German (Adrian, Y11, Lohstedt) 

 

Participants’ citizenship spaces are embedded in their place 

Participants discussed citizenship experiences in multiple overlapping spaces that were pre-

dominantly embedded in their local place including school, everyday spaces, their municipality 

or town, and beyond their municipality. In addition, participants mentioned online spaces as a 

further space for citizenship, which appeared unrelated to their place. The spaces, mentioned 

by participants are listed in Table 1, along with examples from focus groups and interviews.  

 

Table 1: Spaces for young people’s citizenship experiences in relation to their rural places 

 

School spaces for citizenship included the form class, lessons, extracurriculars and the student 

council. Form class translates to Klasse in German which is a system by which students are 

taught in small groups of 20-30 students from the same year. Students typically stay in their 

form class throughout their time at school which often leads to the development of a sense of 
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community and, thus, can be an important space for citizenship. School-based citizenship was 

often carried out collectively with classmates, the student council or teachers. It was also often 

discussed in relation to negotiating school-based power-relationships, as evident in Magda’s 

comment regarding dress regulations (Table 1). Everyday spaces include the supermarket and 

participants’ homes. Citizenship within the everyday space was often discussed as a collective 

endeavour including family members and peers. The municipality appeared to be a particularly 

important space for participants including contexts such as the town council, community clubs, 

church, social institutions such as retirement homes, the voluntary fire brigade and the swim 

lifesaving club (which is part of the nation-wide German Life Saving Organisation, called 

DLRG), and public spaces. Community clubs appeared to be particularly important spaces for 

participants as they were frequently mentioned in connection to their citizenship experiences. 

They included sports clubs, music clubs and horticulture clubs. A few participants mentioned 

citizenship spaces beyond their municipality which included attending protests in cities sur-

rounding their villages or towns and, as discussed within the previous theme, identifying as a 

citizen in Germany, Europe and the world. Many participants mentioned that protests were 

often inaccessible to them because of the distance to big towns, as described by Zoe (Y10, 

Anderberg): “Protests are mostly in a city that is not easy for me to get to…”. Online spaces 

were the only citizenship space, mentioned by participants, that did not appear to be connected 

to their local place. This space included social networking platforms such as Twitter and Insta-

gram, YouTube, gaming servers and websites for accessing information on political issues.  

 

Participants contextualise (global) citizenship issues in their local places 

Participants discussed some national and global citizenship issues by contextualising them in 

their local places. The first contextualised citizenship issue, mentioned by participants, was the 

COVID-19 pandemic, discussed in relation to the concepts of solidarity and freedom of speech: 
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…as a good citizen you shouldn’t be selfish during crises and say ‘I won’t wear a mask’ 

because masks don’t protect you but they protect others…it’s really not that bad to wear 

a mask. We also have to wear them for six hours during school. (Magda, Y10, Ander-

berg) 

 

The other day my brother, a few friends and I went out at night to take down anti-

Corona posters. We saw them at a primary school in Anderberg…freedom of expres-

sion is good but that was too far. I think it’s illegal to put them on there because they 

have to be approved, especially with young children (Maria, Y10, Anderberg) 

 

Now during COVID, or with other diseases, that you simply support each other or that 

you simply bring something from supermarket for the neighbour or something like that. 

I think that's also important and necessary, maybe in a democracy but also in life in 

general, that you can give something back to other people. (Samira, Y11, Lohstedt) 

 

Instead of talking about the COVID-19 pandemic as a general citizenship issue, participants 

referred to local citizenship practices, norms and experiences like experiencing the norm of 

solidarity by having to wear a mask at school or by describing a sort of activist citizenship 

practice.  

 

A second wider citizenship issue participants contextualised in their local place included envi-

ronmental concerns: 
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Jona:  Keeping the environment clean…if you see a mattress in the forest and there is 

no person around who looks like they would sleep on the mattress, that you take 

it and dispose of it. 

Tilo:  We live in the forest and people drive past in their cars and throw their rubbish 

out of their windows… 

(Y9 researcher-led focus group, Anderberg) 

 

This conversation indicates that Jona and Tilo have experienced environmental concerns first-

hand in their local place in form of littering and, thus, discussed keeping the environment clean 

as an important citizen skill. A third citizenship issue, contextualised by participants in their 

local community were elections and community decision-making which were discussed in con-

nection to school elections, local community elections, mayoral elections and decisions around 

community buildings: 

 

Jen:  …what do you think should be changed? 

Theo:  …the decision-making right also for kids, actually that’s a bit over the top, for 

youth, that they can be part of decisions about things, that they aren’t always 

left out of each small decision. I think in Sendringen [a small village nearby] I 

heard that this small shop there is being renovated and children and youth were 

not allowed to be part of the decision. I think everyone should be allowed to 

participate in decisions… 

(Year 9 student-led focus group, Anderberg) 

As Theo’s comment shows, the need for change was contextualised in issues relevant to his 

local community, such as the renovation of a community building. This comment also shows 
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that negative experiences of local municipal decision-making processes can influence partici-

pants’ experience of who can be a citizen, as well as available and acceptable citizenship prac-

tices and norms. Furthermore, some participants also referred to global and national citizenship 

issues and discussed them on an abstract level such as presidential elections in the United States 

or health issues, or with limited reference to their local environments, such as migration and 

granting asylum for refugees. 

 

Discussion and conclusion 

This research examined young people’s experiences of citizenship in relation to place. In ad-

dition, this research contributed to our understanding of young people’s citizenship in rural 

communities which is currently underrepresented in the literature (Adolfsson & Coe, 2022; 

Waterson & Moffa, 2016). Our analysis, firstly, indicated that place played an important role 

in participants’ experiences of citizenship by serving as a reference point to develop citizenship 

norms and practices and by predetermining accessible and appropriate spaces to participate for 

citizens. Our findings also suggested that the spaces within which participants described their 

citizenship were often closely connected to their place, predominantly small rural communities. 

An exception to this was the online space which did not appear to be directly related to partic-

ipants’ places. This is supported by literature such as Granow and Scolari (2022) who propose 

that their participants did not differ in their use of Tik Tok® according to geographical location. 

Exploring the connection between online citizenship spaces and place, would, however, be an 

interesting area for further exploration. Gray (2009), for example, suggests that the internet 

plays an important role for young people from rural communities in accessing information 

about activist causes that are less prevalent in rural communities than in urban centres, such as 

LGBTQ+ rights. As for the other citizenship spaces, identified in this research (school, every-
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day spaces, municipality, beyond municipality), participants appeared to make connections be-

tween their citizenship and local place independently from interview and focus group questions 

which were posed in general terms, asking about their citizenship experiences without referring 

to their local areas. This supports the idea of citizenship as a socio-cultural construct embedded 

in citizens’ social worlds (Akar, 2018; Orman & Demiral, 2023). We argue that current citi-

zenship research, particularly large-scale quantitative studies, such as the International Civics 

and Citizenship Education Study (Schulz et al., 2018) which are influential on youth policy-

making, could benefit from an inclusion of more contextualised, place-based measures in re-

search on young people’s citizenship which according to our findings has a key impact on 

young people’s experience of citizenship. Currently these studies predominantly include de-

contextualised and urban centric measures for citizenship such as “blocking traffic” which 

leads to a misrepresentation of some young people’s citizenship norms and practices. This is 

particularly true for young people from rural places. The spaces indicated in this case study 

could be a starting point for considering a wider range of citizenship spaces to be added to 

future research. It should be acknowledged that the spaces identified in this research originated 

from a case study in three rural communities in Germany and, thus, may not represent rural 

places elsewhere, meaning the spaces we suggest might need to be adapted for different regions 

in Germany or countries in the world. Furthermore, future research could include items that 

allow participants to not only reflect on citizenship experiences in general, but also to highlight 

what it means to be a citizen in their unique local community. This might include using follow-

up questions to allow participants to reflect on a wider range of citizenship experiences than 

they initially considered part of their citizenship concepts. This approach proved useful in our 

research. Connected to this, it seems relevant for future studies on young people’s citizenship 
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experiences to include information on participants’ places including social, temporal and geo-

graphical aspects (Cresswell, 2015; Massey, 2005) through both statistical characteristics and 

participants’ perceptions (Nelson et al., 2021; Woods, 2009).  

 

Second, our findings indicate that participants’ local places acted as a lens through which they 

interpreted (global) citizenship issues. Participants’ citizenship experiences were, for example, 

affected by events such as the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as by environmental and demo-

cratic concerns. Some participants described these events as negative citizenship experiences, 

which restricted their rights and, thus, their ideals of democratic citizenship. This is connected 

to past studies suggesting that engagement in citizenship activities, or in this case exclusion 

from citizenship activities, may impact citizens’ conceptualisations of their roles in society 

(Quintelier & van Deth, 2014). This could be an area for further consideration, highlighting 

place as an important intersectional factor influencing young people’s citizenship next to more 

widely researched aspects such as gender, socio-economic background and race. It would be 

interesting to explore further how place interacts with the aforementioned intersectional factors 

in relation to young people’s citizenship experiences. 

 

Third, this research provides insights into young rural people’s citizenship experiences and 

spaces. This was not the aim of this research and further case studies or potentially comparative 

studies with urban communities would be needed to make an in-depth contribution to under-

standing young people’s rural citizenship. However, some interesting observations were made. 

For example, our findings indicate that community clubs play a vital role in rural young peo-

ple’s citizenship experiences. This extends previous research that describes community clubs 

in rural Germany as important citizenship spaces for young people, particularly in relation to 

volunteering and practicing decision-making (Antes et al., 2022; Kleiner & Klärner, 2019; 
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Suppers, 2023). Similarly, many participants appeared to engage in churches as spaces for cit-

izenship which appears to be another unique feature of rural communities. Churches, especially 

in rural Germany, are characterised by higher church membership than urban centres 

(Grözinger & Matiaske, 2014).  

 

Finally, for educational processes, the results of this research highlight the importance of ac-

tively including young people’s contextualised political experiences as part of citizenship ed-

ucation and allowing students to reflect on the citizenship experiences they have already had 

and how else they may want to participate in the future. This appeared particularly relevant for 

frustrating political experiences that elicited fear or negative responses. Our analysis indicates 

that negative citizenship experiences and absent consultation such as the example of partici-

pants not being involved in national elections or the decision on what happens to a local com-

munity shop, can shape young peoples’ experiences of democratic citizenship and their role as 

citizens. We suspect that societal crisis situations, like COVID-19 or the war in Ukraine may 

have a similar effect (Vajen et al., 2023). Students may, thus, benefit from further reflecting on 

current (global) citizenship issues and interpret them in and beyond their local contexts, in their 

citizenship education lessons. We, furthermore, suspect that crowded citizenship curriculum 

documents and low citizenship education contact time at school are hindrances to these goals. 
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Table 1: Spaces for young people’s citizenship experiences in relation to their rural places 

Spaces for citizenship Participant Quotes 

School: form class, les-

sons, extracurriculars & 

student council 

Magda, Y10, Anderberg: “Many teachers have often told me that it is 

not okay to wear cropped tops. I was often threatened that I would 

have to wear the school sweater or something. And I've never done 

that before because I disagree with that…I also think that I'm not re-

sponsible if others can't keep their eyes to themselves.” 

Everyday spaces: peers, 

family & supermarket  

Katja, Y8, Anderberg “…I tend to buy organic. So whenever I’m in 

front of the egg shelf, I make sure that they’re organic or there’s an or-

ganic label on it because then I also feel more comfortable when I buy 

it.” 

Municipality: council, 

clubs, church, social insti-

tutions & public spaces 

Samira, Y11, Lohstedt: “It's just that you should get involved. I was 

also a volunteer in the church for a long time and helped other peo-

ple…So I think here as a citizen…it feels to me as if I am here in my 
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small circle and have certain tasks or also do what I enjoy, that I help 

other people….” 

Beyond municipality: 

city, country, Europe & 

world 

Ansgar, Y11, Lohstedt: “So I think it [being a citizen] depends on who 

you are talking to. When I'm abroad, I like to think of myself as an EU 

citizen…When I talk to friends from Germany, I'm usually from [big 

city] because nobody knows Lohstedt. Yes, and otherwise if you talk 

to locals, then it is Lohstedt. I wouldn't say I'm an EU citizen all the 

time, I would differentiate.” 

Online: social networks 

(Twitter, Instagram), 

gaming servers, websites 

& YouTube 

Sofie, Y10, Anderberg: “…there was a server on Discord [a public 

server from a game community] and a few things happened there that 

weren’t quite right, it was something to do with sexism…we got to-

gether with about 200 people to tell the organisers that it’s not ok. And 

that has changed, but it took a month or two before we even got 

through.” 

  

 


