
CHAPTER 5: 

Main findings and implications for policy 
and practice

Within its overarching purpose of investigating the ways in which young people are prepared to 

undertake their roles as citizens in a range of countries and through its questionnaire for students 

in participating European countries, the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study 

2016 (ICCS 2016) addressed issues related to the specific European context and to the problems 

currently facing Europe. Decreased solidarity together with the increase in populist, nationalist, 

anti-establishment political parties in several European countries are the factors complicating 

dynamics linked not only to the original project of European integration but also to the economic 

and political relationships between countries (Archick, 2017). Furthermore, in recent years, 

public debate in Europe has been characterized by broad questions relating to citizens’ sense of 

belonging to Europe, the need for stronger cooperation among European countries, and concerns 

about immigration and the effects of the financial crisis. 

In addition to demographic changes, European countries are facing comprehensive and intertwined 

problems such as pollution and economic crisis. The rising demand for democratic participation is 

often connected to a sense that the established governance procedures are proving inadequate 

(Hennette, Piketty, Sacriste, & Vauchez, 2017). These issues explain why the European ICCS 

2016 research team paid special attention to migration and to freedom of movement within 

Europe, and viewed these matters against a background encompassing perspectives focused on 

increasing integration and cooperation among European countries and on the wider milieu of the 

financial crisis. Within this context, the European student questionnaire also explored students’ 

attitudes toward Europe and the extent to which students felt they belonged to it, as well as their 

perceptions of Europe’s likely future.

This chapter summarizes the main findings from the ICCS 2016 European student questionnaire 

with regards to students’ perceptions of their being European and their opportunities to learn 

about Europe at school. It also summarizes the findings on students’ attitudes toward freedom 

and restriction of movement and immigration in Europe, and to students’ perceptions of Europe 

and the future of Europe.

Summary of main findings

Most surveyed students saw themselves as Europeans, and their sense of European identity 
increased in the interval between ICCS 2009 and ICCS 2016.

Majorities of students saw themselves as European and were proud to live in Europe. Students 

from countries that are members of the European Union also expressed pride that their country 

was a member of the EU. 

When students were asked about the opportunities they had to learn about Europe at school, high 

percentages of them reported that the history of Europe was the most common such opportunity. 

The national percentages of students who said they had opportunities to learn about political and 

economic systems at the European level, about political and social issues in European countries, 

and about political and economic integration varied across the participating European countries.  
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Surveyed students favored freedom for European citizens to reside and work within Europe

Large majorities of students strongly agreed or agreed with statements related to freedom of 

movement for European citizens within Europe and tended to strongly disagree or disagree with 

statements on restricting movement. However, strong variation was evident across countries for 

the statements related to restricting of movement, with students of some countries tending to 

favor such restrictions. In all countries, students’ positive views on freedom of movement appeared 

to be associated with higher levels of civic knowledge. Students with a higher level of civic knowledge 

also tended not to endorse restrictions on European citizens’ freedom of movement within Europe. 

Although we observed little variation in students’ endorsement of statements on the freedom of 

movement by gender and by immigrant background, we did find strong differences with regard to 

restriction of movement by gender groups. Here, male students were more in favor of restriction 

than their female peers were.

Surveyed students held positive attitudes toward equal rights for immigrants 

Majorities of surveyed students favored providing immigrants with the same opportunities for 

education and the same rights as everyone else in the country. Some variation was evident, however, 

in the extent to which students favored more specific rights for immigrants, such as immigrants 

having the right to speak their own language, to vote in elections, and to continue their own lifestyles. 

Female students and students from an immigrant family tended to hold more positive attitudes 

than males and students from a non-immigrant family (findings also observed in ICCS 2009). In 

almost all countries, students’ positive attitudes toward immigrants were associated with higher 

levels of civic knowledge (at or above Level B on the civic knowledge scale). In several countries, as 

evident from comparison of the European findings in ICCS 2009 and ICCS 2016, students’ positive 

attitudes toward immigrants remained relatively unchanged over that time period.

Surveyed students supported cooperation among European countries with regard to the 
adoption of common policies in Europe

On average, most students agreed with the need for European countries to work together to adopt 

common policies on environmental protection, economic development, strengthening employment 

opportunities, and combating terrorism. Most students also endorsed common policies focused 

on providing refugees with shelter and preventing illegal immigration. Students with a higher level 

of civic knowledge showed greater support for cooperation among European countries than their 

peers with lower levels of knowledge did.

Students generally felt positive about Europe’s future but expressed concern about some issues 

Although students expressed confidence that cooperation among European countries would 

increase and that democracy and peace would strengthen across Europe, almost half of them saw 

economic downturn and increases in poverty, unemployment, and pollution as potential problematic 

issues. They also identified terrorism and the influence of non-European powers as major threats 

to the future stability of Europe. 

Students tended to hold positive perceptions of the European Union

Most surveyed students were positive about the role of the EU in guaranteeing respect for human 

rights, keeping people in Europe safe, protecting the environment, strengthening the economy, 

and sharing common rules and laws. Across the European ICCS 2016 participating countries, 

majorities of students trusted the European Commission and the European Parliament. Students 

also said that they thought they would be more likely, on average, to participate in local and national 

elections than in European elections. 
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Students were generally positive about their own lives in the future

Overall, the surveyed students expressed optimism about their respective futures. Majorities of 

students felt confident that they would find a steady job, find a job they liked, would earn enough 

money to start a family, and would travel abroad for leisure. 

Implications for policy and practice
Any discussion of potential implications for policy and practice requires careful consideration of 

the limitations associated with the features of ICCS 2016 in general and the European student 

questionnaire in particular. The cross-sectional survey design of this study means that we cannot 

establish firm causal relationships based on its results. Also, several of Europe’s largest countries 

did not participate in ICCS 2016 and in the European regional option. Consequently, we cannot 

generalize beyond the scope of this data collection because it is not fully representative of the 

countries in Europe. Despite these restrictions, the data have produced several interesting results 

that suggest possible policy implications for the future.

The first such finding was the association between students’ perceptions of their European identity 

and their trust in civic institutions. The more students trusted their national civic institutions, the 

more likely they were to see themselves as part of a broader community at the supranational level. 

These findings suggest that national and European identities can positively coexist. 

The findings regarding students’ opportunities to learn about civics and citizenship at school showed 

variation across countries. Most of the students across the ICCS 2016 European countries said 

they had learned about the history of Europe at school. However, the extent to which they had 

opportunities to learn about economic systems at the European level, about political and social 

issues in European countries, and about political and economic integration between European 

countries varied across the countries. These findings not only support the results of previous 

studies on the national curricula of European countries but also indicate that schools can do more 

to enhance students’ knowledge about European topics and issues.

The role of schools in developing students’ civic knowledge perhaps assumes even greater 

importance given the associations between students’ level of civic knowledge (as measured in ICCS 

2016) and students’ positive attitudes toward equal rights for immigrants and toward freedom of 

movement within Europe. Despite the variation we observed across countries, students with higher 

levels of civic knowledge tended to be the students expressing more tolerant attitudes. They were 

also more in favor than their less knowledgeable peers of cooperation among European countries.

As pointed out in the international ICCS 2016 report (Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Losito, Agrusti, 

& Friedman, 2018), many countries globally continue to express concern about young people’s 

participation in political elections. The national percentages of European ICCS 2016 students 

who said they would certainly or probably vote in European elections were lower than the 

national percentages of students who said they would certainly or probably vote in national and 

local elections. The ICCS 2016 results also indicated associations between civic knowledge, civic 

engagement, and students’ expectation to vote. The inclusion of EU-related topics in national 

curricula and the development of initiatives supporting students’ engagement at school and in 

the community may strengthen students’ awareness of the importance of their participation as 

citizens at a supranational level.
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Outlook
The ICCS 2016 European report has provided a rich database that provides a platform for future 

research on civic and citizenship education in Europe. Together with the international results of 

ICCS 2016, the European data offer researchers and other interested parties the opportunity not 

only to conduct more in-depth secondary analyses involving interpretation of the collected data 

at different levels and from different perspectives but also to address international and region-

specific aspects of civic and citizenship education.

Since the drafting and the administration of the ICCS 2016 European regional student 

questionnaire, Europe has experienced mass movements of refugees to this region, the rise of 

populism (in several countries), and potential threats to democracy, such as more vociferous racism 

and the increase in terrorist attacks. These developments provide new challenges for civic and 

citizenship education in Europe, especially in terms of helping countries address these emerging 

issues and of sustaining the long-term aims (e.g., social cohesion, integration) of this learning area. 

The next cycle of ICCS, scheduled for 2022, will attempt to address these new developments as well 

as changes in policy agendas directed at ensuring civic and citizenship education is an important 

area of school and out-of-school education.
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